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How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England? 
The Bayeux Tapestry is an important source for the Norman invasion of 1066, and proves to be particularly useful to those investigating the mid-late 11th century. Both the explicit and implicit details that can be taken from the tapestry give its audience an understanding of William the Conqueror’s journey to England and arguably provides justification for his actions. Academics have gone as far as to count the individuals and details of the Bayeux Tapestry, coming to the conclusion that 'In considerable detail, it portrays 626 people, 202 horses, 55 dogs, 505 animals of various sorts, 37 fortresses and/or buildings, 41 boats and ships, and innumerable weapons, clothes, and agricultural implements’.[footnoteRef:1] From the tapestry, the main events leading up to the invasion of 1066 have important connotations for a Norman audience, through which it becomes clear that the purpose of the Bayeux Tapestry could be to legitimise William the Conqueror’s claim to the English throne. The tapestry also highlights key details about the battle of Hastings and the likely death of Harold Godwinson, through distinguishable figures and named individuals. It must additionally be taken into consideration that the usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry is reliant upon supporting textual sources, in order to legitimise the information shown. [1:  "Bayeux Tapestry." The Oxford Companion to British History. : Oxford University Press, January 01, 2015. Oxford Reference. [Last Accessed 16 November 2018] <http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199677832.001.0001/acref-9780199677832-e-381>.] 

The context of the Bayeux Tapestry is arguably as important as the information it provides, and to a historian investigating the Norman invasion of England, the ability to understand the reasons for its production allows analysis to be made of its content. The Bayeux Tapestry, which is actually an embroidery is estimated to be around 230 feet long and 20 inches high, produced in 6 sections sewn together to show the events from c1054-1066.[footnoteRef:2] Having been mentioned in multiple sources, it is likely that the Bayeux Tapestry was created in England, before being moved to Bayeux where it was first recorded as being housed in 1476, and where it has remained for over five hundred years.[footnoteRef:3] Due to the evident knowledge of the events of the lead up to the Norman conquest, the individual(s) who crafted it must have had some understanding, whether it be through first-hand experience or contemporary writings. There is therefore debate as to who the tapestry was made for, and there are many suggestions by historians as to who would have commissioned a vital piece of evidence supporting the Norman invasion. Andrew Bridgeford brings to light the accepted idea that the tapestry may have been commissioned by Eustace of Boulogne as an apology to Bishop Odo of Bayeux, as some academics believe Eustace to have been the Norman pictured hacking at King Harold.[footnoteRef:4] This concept is further supported by the idea that both Eustace and Odo are featured heavily and named amongst the Normans, and could be deliberate if this had been the intended purpose for the embroidery. Bridgeford also mentions that in the 18th century it was widely accepted that William’s wife Matilda had some involvement in the making of the tapestry, although little was known about the Bayeux Tapestry at this point.[footnoteRef:5] Although the assumption that the production of the tapestry was purely for Odo of Bayeux, contributes to the idea that ‘it subtly undermines Norman propaganda at almost every turn’, which could stem from the role Bishop Odo played in the rebellion of the early 1080s.[footnoteRef:6] The majority of historians, such as Eric Maclagan, do however believe that Bishop Odo commissioned the piece himself before his death, perhaps therefore implying that the tapestry is heavily weighted in William’s favour. Furthermore, the need for a commissioned piece showing the events of the Norman invasion, highlights the Norman consciousness of identity or ‘Normanitas’, and the need to legitimise William’s conquest and claim to the English throne. [2:  “Bayeux Tapestry” The Oxford Companion, Oxford Reference]  [3:  “Bayeux Tapestry” The Oxford Companion, Oxford Reference ]  [4:  Andrew Bridgeford, "Whose Tapestry Is It Anyway?", History Today, 54 (2004), p6-7 [Last Accessed 15 November 2018].
<https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=503938556&site=ehost-live>.]  [5:  Bridgeford, "Whose Tapestry Is It Anyway?" p6.]  [6:  Bridgeford, "Whose Tapestry Is It Anyway?" p5.] 

The Bayeux Tapestry is particularly useful for looking at the events occurring before the Norman invasion, and in turn provides visual evidence that legitimises William’s claim to the English throne. Arguably one of the most important events pictured in the tapestry is the scene in which Harold swears the oath to William naming him the heir of Edward the Confessor.[footnoteRef:7] As shown in the tapestry it becomes clear than the action of swearing the oath is what contributes to the accusations of Harold having committed perjury and confirms the work of many contemporary chronicles and works. Richard Huscroft mentions the usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry alongside textual sources such as William of Jumièges and William of Poitiers to establish the significance of the oath, ‘Harold swore to act as William’s agent in England pending King Edward’s death and to support William’s claim to the English throne.’[footnoteRef:8] For the contemporary audience, the events of William’s succession are made clear, and the idea of a favoured individual made heir to the throne by swearing on holy relics, further confirms the emerging idea of a pious Norman identity or ‘Normanitas’. The series of events that take place before 1066, such as Harold being rescued by William from Count Guy of Ponthieu, and then staying with the Normans by going on campaign, make it clear that the Normans are present within Anglo-Saxon society from at least c1054 which helps to legitimise William’s rule. On the other hand, Marjorie Chibnall briefly acknowledges the Bayeux Tapestry in her work Anglo-Norman England, in which she states that the tapestry appears to adopt the sympathetic views of Canterbury towards Harold as king, as supported by Eadmer.[footnoteRef:9] Although the tapestry features events that would bolster William’s legitimate claim to the English throne, the significance of showing the coronation of Harold by Stigand, arguably suggests that the craftsmen or the individual who commissioned the tapestry may have favoured the English. As it has previously been mentioned, the tapestry is likely to have been made by Englishmen shortly after the Norman invasion, and it could therefore provide historians with an understanding of the view towards King William I and his Norman rule. It can therefore be seen that the events leading to the Norman invasion are reflected upon in the Bayeux Tapestry, with elements that seem to favour William, but highlight that ultimately the subtext is Anglo-Saxon.  [7:  For image of scene see appendix image 1]  [8:  Richard Huscroft, Ruling England, 1042-1217 (Pearson Ltd, 2005) p10.]  [9:  Marjorie Chibnall, Anglo-Norman England, 1066-1166 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).] 

Some of the key events surrounding the Battle of Hastings itself bring to light the usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry, in particular the presence of omens and the appearance of the Normans. The scene in which King Harold is told about the comet presents issues in historical interpretation, in which its meaning differs depending upon the perspective used.[footnoteRef:10] There are references to the passing of Halley’s Comet in primary textual sources, in particular the Anglo-Saxon chronicle, but the comet does not always feature in either Norman or Anglo-Saxon sources. Some historians like Terry Jones state that the comet ‘was heralded as a portent of disaster for England’ which suggests that for an English audience viewing the tapestry, there would be connotations of disaster and defeat.[footnoteRef:11] Richard Huscroft summarises the issue with the depiction of the comet in the tapestry by mentioned that ‘It would have been perceived as an omen, but whether it was a good one or a bad one remained to be seen’.[footnoteRef:12] It is also worth noting that significant events such as the passing of Halley’s Comet become part of a collective memory additionally providing a method of dating; for the tapestry’s viewing audience the comet would stimulate a recognition of the events at the time. Furthermore, the Bayeux Tapestry gives historian’s useful information concerning clothing, methods of warfare, hairstyles and other appearance-based characteristics. For example, the tapestry emphasises the Norman use of horses and the importance their cavalry played during the Battle of Hastings.[footnoteRef:13] During one of the scenes during the battle itself, it becomes clear that the Norman’s are distinguishable by fighting on horseback, something the medieval audience to the tapestry would be conscious of from orally transmitted information or having seen the Normans themselves. The Normans and Anglo-Saxon’s are recognisable to modern and contemporary audience by their choice in clothing and even their hair, ‘The English have shoulder-length hair and moustaches but no beards, while the Norman’s are clean shaven and have their hair razor-cut dramatically high at the back’.[footnoteRef:14] Looking between the lines of the main events of the Norman invasion, allows historians to gain information the tapestry did not intend to portray, and benefits those interested in social history. It may not however be correct to assume that those who created the tapestry did not take into consideration the significance of clothing and appearance, as it would be important for the audience to be able to make the distinction between the opposing forces. All this considered, the Bayeux Tapestry proves to be extremely useful to historians exploring the Norman invasion of 1066, but also for the study of the characteristics of the Norman identity or ‘Normanitas’.  [10:  For image of scene see appendix image 2]  [11: Terry Jones, Terry Jones' Medieval Lives (London: BBC Books, 2005) p152.]  [12:  Huscroft, Ruling England, p11.]  [13:  For image of scene see appendix image 3.]  [14:  "BBC - A History Of The World: The Bayeux Tapestry", Bbc.Co.Uk, 2018 <http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/ahistoryoftheworld/2010/08/the-bayeux-tapestry.shtml> [Last Accessed 16 November 2018].] 

It could however be suggested that the Bayeux Tapestry is not particularly useful for looking at the aftermath of the Norman invasion in 1066. Perhaps the most limiting factor of the Bayeux Tapestry as a source is the absence of an ending, seemingly finishing by depicting the end of the battle and the death of Harold, with no true acknowledgement of the Norman victory including William’s coronation. The final scenes of the Bayeux Tapestry show the fall of King Harold and the victorious Normans chasing the remaining Anglo-Saxons on the battlefield.[footnoteRef:15] The Bayeux Tapestry is perhaps most recognised by the scene showing Harold clutching the arrow in his eye, something that has been widely debated by historians, as there are arguments suggesting that Harold was instead cut down from his horse instead. There is however important significance to showing Harold being killed by the arrow as it helps contribute to the Anglo-Saxon legend surrounding his death, this could therefore show the English input as Harold’s death contributes to a legacy that becomes an important part of English identity. There are of course sources that do not acknowledge Harold having been killed by an arrow, for instance William of Poitiers in his work the Gesta Willelmi, barely mentions the death of the English king and simply states that the English realised they had had been defeated as ‘The king himself, his brothers, and the leading men of the kingdom had been killed’.[footnoteRef:16] The absence of William I’s coronation on December 25th 1066 also suggests Anglo-Saxon craftsmanship, however the chance of this event being left out of a piece commissioned by a Norman is unlikely. When considering the importance of visual sources to a medieval audience, the argument Maclagan presents contributes to the limitations of using visual material, ‘It may be that the embroidery was never finished; it may even be that some of it was so damaged by constant unwinding that it was thrown away and lost.’[footnoteRef:17] For both Anglo-Saxon and Norman audiences, it is unsurprising that the death of Harold and subsequent victory of the Normans would be the most viewed and touched part of the tapestry. This does not however completely limit the usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry, being able to study a visual source gives substance to textual sources that arguably dominate historical studies. [15:  For image of scene see appendix image 4.]  [16:  William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, eds. R H C Davis and Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford, 1998).]  [17:  Eric MacLagan, The Bayeux Tapestry (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1953) pp14-15.] 

The usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry emphasises its importance as a source and the use of visual material in historical research. During the medieval period, it becomes clear that there is an emphasis placed on visual material, and with more modern scholarship there emerges the idea of visualisation. Nicholas Mirzoeff’s work on visualization, although perhaps not totally applicable to a medieval context summarises the importance of visual sources concisely, ‘visualising does not replace linguistic discourse but makes it more comprehensible, quicker and more effective.’[footnoteRef:18] Therefore suggesting that the Bayeux Tapestry, although not a written source, is just as useful, if not more useful to historians as it provides an account of the events before 1066 in a concise manner that also shows cotemporary opinions as a Norman source created by Anglo-Saxon craftsmen. It is likely that the tapestry would have been commissioned for the purpose of displaying, it is hard to imagine a 230-foot-long embroidery being kept away from a viewing audience, especially when the content is so crucial to the Norman identity following their invasion in 1066. Despite being an important visual source for looking at the Norman invasion, there are names and captions given to scenes in Latin, this does not however limit the tapestry’s audience to a purely literate one. One of the most significant things about the Bayeux Tapestry is that it shows the same story whether the audience is Norman or Anglo-Saxon, and in a post conquest country with revolts against the Norman leadership, the tapestry tells the history of the new Anglo-Norman England. As previously mentioned above, the purpose of the tapestry is most likely to provide a legitimisation of William’s claim to the English throne or even a justification of their actions, and a visual source showing the events through which this becomes a reality arguably adds an element of truth perhaps. ‘The overwhelming reaction of first-generation Normans was one of legitimisations and justifications which were, in fact, abstract moralisations to bury any sense of guilt or shame.’[footnoteRef:19] Ultimately, there are things a visual source can show an audience that a written source can’t, and this is part of what makes visual sources like the Bayeux Tapestry important to the surviving accounts of the Norman invasion. [18:  Nicholas Mirzoeff, “What is Visual Culture?” The Visual Culture Reader (London: Routledge, 1998) p7. ]  [19:  Elisabeth Van Houts, Memory And Gender In Medieval Europe, 900-1200 (Hampshire: Macmillan, 1999) p133.] 

Overall, the Bayeux Tapestry proves to be extremely useful to a historian looking at the Norman invasion of 1066, and to discredit it as being so would reduce the tapestry’s importance to both the Anglo-Saxon identity and the emerging concept of ‘Normanitas’. The Bayeux Tapestry provides plentiful information concerning clothing, appearance, warfare etc, something that cannot be portrayed in a similar way through written accounts. As well as showing the key events leading up to the Battle of Hastings in 1066, the Bayeux Tapestry captures the Anglo-Saxons and Normans in a visual source that acts almost like a photograph in its attention to detail. Being commissioned by a Norman means that the Bayeux Tapestry emphasises the events that legitimise William’s claim to the English throne, by highlighting Harold’s solemn oath to William pledging his allegiance to support his succession of Edward the Confessor’s crown. Considering the purpose of the text and the reason for its commission, makes it clearer who the source appears to highlight more, but the Bayeux Tapestry most certainly has aspects that favour Harold, for instance making an effort to show his coronation. As with the majority of medieval sources there are limitations to using the Bayeux Tapestry, summarised by Richard Gameson concerning the absence of an ending; ‘The only way the modern student can approach these issues, therefore, is by intelligent reading between the lines – scouring the work for information it was not intended to provide.’[footnoteRef:20] The ability to use the Bayeux Tapestry and compliment the information with additional primary sources, means both the explicit and implicit information can be used in order to identify the characteristics of the Norman people and the understanding of the Norman identity.  [20:  Richard Gameson, The Study Of The Bayeux Tapestry (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1997) p158. ] 
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[image: The Oath scene 1 - Bayeux Tapestry]
Image 1 – Scene showing Harold swearing the solemn oath to William on holy relics <http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/Bayeux11.htm>

[image: ...Long Live The King scene 1 - Bayeux Tapestry]
Image 2 – Scene showing Harold being crowned by Stigand, and Halley’s Comet passing over England <http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/Bayeux14.htm>

[image: The Battle Of Hastings scene 1 - Bayeux Tapestry]
Image 3 – Scene showing the beginning of the Battle of Hastings, showing the Norman cavalry <http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/Bayeux26.htm> 



[image: The Battle Of Hastings scene 7 - Bayeux Tapestry]
Image 4 – Scene from the very end of the Bayeux Tapestry <http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/Bayeux32.htm>
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