In this analysis the main topic of study will be this image.[image: ] This image depicted above is known as the Bayeux tapestry a well-known historical item in the academic community documenting one of the most studied points of British history, the battle of Hastings. It is a recreated visual depiction of the battle for the English throne including what lead up to the battle itself and how the most prominent event in British history came to be. To give brief synopsis of what caused the event to happen, it had begun when the previous king of England (Edward the Confessor) had passed with no heirs to take his throne. However, before his death he had promised his throne to both Harold Godwinson and William of Normandy. Therefor, both were of the understanding they were the rightful king of England, so it had eventually come down to who had more of a claim. This is the point where William had sought out to reinforced his own claim by having Harold swear his support for William to take the throne. Nonetheless, Harold proceeded to rush to get coroneted as quickly as possible, and as one summary puts it plainly “with the backing of the English nobility, was crowned king the next day.”1
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Therefore, discarding his oath to William entirely, further laying down the groundwork for the Battle of Hastings to arise. With this context it becomes clear to historians and the greater audience that the tapestries' purpose is to in depth document the actions and tactics of William the conqueror and his actions in order to secure the English crown. However, there are a few moments where the focus of this tapestry is on Harold and his actions leading to the conflict which includes the image depicted above. Which leads to the objective of this study being that the goal is to dissect the actions happening in this scene, why they are depicted as such including the deciphering of the characters in this scene and theorising the reasoning of their purpose and meaning of their presence in the scene.
Firstly, the context of this scene is Harold swearing his oath to allow William to take the throne of England. The visual of this scene is of Harold placing his hands on two large items in front of a man holding a sword pointing at him. Along with the presence of two more obscure characters stood behind the man with the sword. Most interestingly, one of the men in the background is pointing at Harold turning to the other obscure men and placing his other hand over his mouth in what seems to come across as a shocked and surprised expression. First, I will start by discussing what the two objects Harold is placing his hands on. For further context of this scene, Harold in this moment it was 1064 before the king of England had died Harold had managed to find himself “shipwrecked off the coat of Normandy.”1
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him and his fleet around the coast of Normandy. When Harold was taken in by the Norman courts and Duke William and made to swear on Christian relics that William will take the English throne without his intervention. Additionally, the reasons he is placing his hands on these two relics are because by Harold placing his hand on holy relics he is essentially swearing on and to God of his loyalty. This is important especially considering the Norman’s and by extension Harold’s connections to Christian culture and worship. Therefor, by Harold swearing on these relics he is taking part in a powerful Christian oath which are common in the Norman culture and are some of the most important promises a person can make and absolutely under no circumstances should ever break as it would be breaking an oath against God. Furthermore, the purpose of swearing on these relics were to secure Williams claim to the English throne especially by leveraging strong Christian tactics such as a holy relic oath to push Harold away from trying to take the throne in order for Harold to prove his fealty to God by obeying his Christian faith, more specifically this oath directly to God.
Secondly, the interesting part of this image are the background characters of the two men. With one of them pointing and appearing to be shocked at the depiction of Harold swearing the oath. I terms of historians interpretation of this part of the tapestry there is a lot of speculation and debate even today. There appears to be no specific one answer or enough info to absolutely determine the answers to why they included this specific depiction to their rendition of events. However, what can be said is that there are plenty of theories cited by the historians as plausible which brings the discussion to the second part of the analysis. One of the most interesting theories are that this character appearing this way is supposed to reinforce the strong and important nature of this oath taking place. It is now known that oaths especially those done on holy relics which adds to the weight of importance on making and keeping this oath. The theory is that, with the added knowledge that the tapestry was likely made in Norman ruled as one source states “The commissioning of the Bayeux Tapestry has traditionally been attributed to Odo of Bayeux, William of Normandy’s brother.”1
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It could be possible to interpret that this could be an attempt to further add more weight to lead up to the eventual breaking of this oath leading to the audience to feel the shock and intensity of this decision made by Harold as depicted by this character being visibly also shocked by him making the oath in the previous scene.
Another point reinforcing this idea is even if this character might not be pointing at Harold specifically but possibly what is above him, the word “sacramentum.” This phrase is depicted in Latin however research suggests that the word “sacramentum” means “oath. It would not be hard to also see this as the Norman’s heavily wanting their audience to in one way or another pay attention to this scene and or seemingly important word, that being oath. This can also be a look into the way the Norman’s want to control the narrative around the causation of the battle of Hastings as by drawing attention to this clearly critical moment. Especially with directly after this event Harold betrays this clearly greatly important oath and takes the throne causing William to begin building his army to invade.  This can be a crucial talking point in the Norman’s narrative of this very oath being as one art commentary noted “giving the Norman’s moral justification to mount the expedition to England.”1
The Postgrad Chronicles, Art, Allegory, and the Authorship of the Bayeux Tapestry [online]. Available: https://thepostgradchronicles.org/2018/01/23/art-allegory-and-the-authorship-of-the-bayeux-tapestry/. 
Additionally, the justification tactics the Norman’s use as by framing their invasion being an inherently justified and the Norman’s being the victim of a slight by others and or being the heroes of any land invasion recount put forward by themselves. This seems to echo the similar sentiment of justification and placing themselves on the morally just side of the event. Which puts further supports the theory basis of by this initially innocuous character by either just simply pointing at a specific point in the depicted words on the tapestry, purposefully depicted with a shocked expression at the importance of this oath to the Norman people or just as conceivably both intentions being true. This paints a picture to historians of even the background characters present in this grand narrative tapestry, given to us by one party of the battle no matter it’s legitimacy to actual events. Further shows a larger picture of the inner workings of the Norman’s methods and their larger interests.
Sources
· Jessica Brian, ‘King Harold II (Godwinson)’, Historic UK, (2023), [online]. Available at https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofEngland/Harold-II-Godwinson/
(accessed: Oct 15 2026)
· Britannica, ‘Battle of Hastings’, Britannica, (2026), [online]. Available at https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-Hastings 
(accessed: Oct 15 2026)
· Matt Firth, ‘Art, Allegory, and the Authorship of the Bayeux Tapestry’, The Postgrad Chronicles, (2026), [online]. Available at https://thepostgradchronicles.org/2018/01/23/art-allegory-and-the-authorship-of-the-bayeux-tapestry/ 
(accessed:  Oct 15 2026)
image1.jpeg




