How Useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a Source for the Events Surrounding the Norman Invasion of England? 

The Bayeux Tapestry is arguably the most well known embroidered piece of artwork in history. The tapestry is around 200 feet long and depicts the Norman account of the Conquest of England in 1066.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will look at the Bayeux Tapestry and other Norman accounts of this event and compare them to other historians’ accounts of what happened during the conquest. This will allow for the tapestry to be gauged on its accuracy and therefore its usefulness on these events.  [1:  Gerald Noxton, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry’, Cinema Journal, Vol. 7, (1967-1968), pp. 29-35, (p. 29-30), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1224876>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]] 

The Bayeux Tapestry shows events leading up to and including the Norman Conquest. Using a scanned copy of the tapestry by the Bayeux Museum, these were the major scenes that were chosen. Starting at number twenty-six on the scan is the death of King Edward.[footnoteRef:2] This is shown by multiple people carrying what looks to be a casket.[footnoteRef:3] The other indication showing that Edward has died is the Latin text that reads ‘CORPUS: EDWARDI: REGIS’.[footnoteRef:4] At number thirty on the scan it is shown that Harold is being crowned as King of England by the Archbishop Stigand, shown by the Latin ‘STIGANT ARCHIEPS’.[footnoteRef:5] Between number thirty-five and thirty-six it is shown that William the Conquerors’ men are chopping down trees and building boats in preparation for the invasion of England.[footnoteRef:6] The fighting between William’s and Harold’s men start at number forty-eight and end at fifty-seven with William defeating Harold.[footnoteRef:7] These will be the main scenes that will be used to determine the tapestry’s usefulness. [2:  Bayeux Museum, Explore the Bayeux Tapestry Online, Unknown, <https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/#termsofuse>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]]  [3:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [4:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [5:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [6:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [7:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown] 

Firstly, it can be argued that the Bayeux Tapestry is biased in favour of the Normans. It is argued that the tapestry is used as a propaganda piece for the Normans.[footnoteRef:8] Its pictographic depiction of events suggest that it was the intention of the Normans to be shown to a large audience of people, a large quantity of which would have been illiterate.[footnoteRef:9] This point is further shown by the tapestry’s size, which was stated in the introduction. Although the tapestry can be considered as propaganda, it can still be useful to historians as it creates further debate about why the tapestry was made this way. [8:  Ibid: Noxton, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry’, p. 30]  [9:  Ibid: Noxton, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry’, p. 30] 

The tapestry is a very detailed historical document through its visual depiction of events. According to Shirley A. Brown many historians agree that the tapestry is an accurate source of information on events of the Norman Conquest, despite the possibility that its events may not be able to be used at face value.[footnoteRef:10] This point can be disagreeable as during the fighting scenes in the Bayeux Tapestry it can be suggested that there are exaggerations in favour of the Normans. One such exaggeration is shown where all the Norman invaders are depicted as being on horseback, whereas the Englishmen under Harold are on foot.[footnoteRef:11] This large exaggeration can be suggested to project power over the English fighters. It also suggests that the Norman invaders had the upper hand in the battle from the beginning. This removes some accuracy in the tapestry making it less useful as a source for historians.  [10:  Shirley A. Brown, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry: History or Propaganda?’, in The Anglo-Saxons Synthesis and Achievement, ed. by J. Douglas Woods and David A.E. Pelteret, (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1985), pp. 11-25, (p. 12), <https://www.medievalists.net/files/09012309.pdf>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]]  [11:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown] 

An extract from the Chronicle of Battle Abbey supposedly shows the immediate event before the Battle of Hastings. The extract explains how William gathered barons and knights to fight with him to defeat Harold.[footnoteRef:12] It further gives a small depiction of the battle and the date they won.[footnoteRef:13] There is a constant theme of religion throughout the text. Language is used to describe William and his army, using words such as ‘devout’ and ‘faithfully’.[footnoteRef:14] This language is used not only to legitimise their actions but suggests that their actions are carried out in the name of God. This is further shown later in the extract when William makes a vow to God that if he is victorious against Harold, then he will build a monastery on the site of the battle.[footnoteRef:15] Comparatively, the Bayeux Tapestry does not specifically show events through a religious point of view; Although, some depictions of events and the writing being in Latin implies and underlying theme of religion.[footnoteRef:16] This allows for the tapestry to be more factual in its depictions, which makes it more useful to historians using it as a source. Also, the extract has very little about the battle itself; It only explains that they entered the battle and the exact date they won.[footnoteRef:17] This makes the tapestry more useful as there is a large depiction of the battle to study in comparison to the text.[footnoteRef:18] However, the tapestry is not without its own bias, meaning it must be studied with care. The date shown in the extract, October 14th, is shown as the date the Battle of Hastings is won.[footnoteRef:19] If true, the date is useful to historians to study, and can be used with the Bayeux Tapestry to improve its accuracy and usefulness. The date also suggests accuracy in the extract. However, it can be suggested that a large part of the writing in the text is made up. The way that the chronicler writes, is as if they are with William and his men. This removes accuracy in the extract and questions further whether the date October 14th is accurate.[footnoteRef:20] The possible invention of events puts more emphasis on the importance of the accuracy of the Bayeux Tapestry.  [12:  The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, ed. and trans. by Eleanor Searle, pp. 66-67, (p. 66-67)]  [13:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67]  [14:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67]  [15:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67]  [16:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown. An underlying theme of religion is shown when Harold is crowned king.]  [17:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67]  [18:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [19:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67]  [20:  Ibid: The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, p. 66-67] 

Another source that can be used to determine the usefulness of the tapestry is William of Poitiers account of the events of the Norman Conquest. It starts by mentioning that William has been appointed as heir to the throne by Edward, and to officiate this Harold needed to swear an oath.[footnoteRef:21] This furthers the argument that the tapestry is useful as a source as William of Poitier authenticates the event of Harold swearing an oath not to usurp the throne after Edward’s death. In the tapestry Harold is depicted swearing on two religious items to complete his oath.[footnoteRef:22] The text continues that after Edward dies Harold is crowned as king by Stigand on the day Edward is buried.[footnoteRef:23] This is also depicted by the tapestry, next to number twenty-six on the scan, eight people are shown carrying a box assumed to contain the body of Edward.[footnoteRef:24] Along the tapestry at number thirty Harold is being crowned as king.[footnoteRef:25] It can be suggested that Harold is crowned on the same day as Edward’s burial as the two scenes are close together, however as this is not specifically stated in the tapestry it cannot be proven. This does not remove any accuracy from both the text and the tapestry.  [21:  William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, ed. by R.H.C. Davis and Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford, 1998), pp. 4-15, (p. 4)]  [22:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [23:  Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p.6]  [24:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [25:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown] 

Furthermore, it is also depicted in both the text and the tapestry of Williams preparation for the invasion of England. In the tapestry William’s men are shown to be cutting down trees to make boats.[footnoteRef:26] In comparison, in William of Poitiers description of events they also describe the building of ships but also of supplies and weapons.[footnoteRef:27] William of Poitiers account of events furthers the accuracy and usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry due to the biases made by William of Poitiers. The account of events in William of Poitiers writing is biased in favour of William throughout the text. This is first shown by the starting sentence, which centres around William, states that he is heir to the throne when Edward dies.[footnoteRef:28] Furthermore, religion is also used to be biased in favour of William on multiple occasions. On one occasion, the text suggests that God is on Williams side and would not allow him to fail against Harold as it is for a religious cause.[footnoteRef:29] It also describes William as ‘wise’ and ‘faithful’ suggesting that he is fighting for righteous means.[footnoteRef:30]  [26:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [27:  Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p. 7]  [28:  Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p. 4]  [29:  Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p. 8]  [30:  Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p. 8] 

The usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry is questioned further over whether Harold or William were rightful heirs to the throne. This can be argued either way as according to Megan Rice both William and Harold had legitimate claims to the throne, in 1051 and 1066.[footnoteRef:31] The question arises as to which claim to the throne is more legitimate. On one side, William has been promised as the heir to the throne by Edward and Harold, according to the Bayeux Tapestry and other Norman writing, made an oath to William that he was the rightful heir to the throne.[footnoteRef:32] However, Harold was promised the throne on Edward’s deathbed.[footnoteRef:33] Also, William and Harold’s respective legal systems play a role in who has a more legitimate claim. Under the Normans legal system William’s claim is legitimate but not binding.[footnoteRef:34] However, under the Anglo Saxon legal system Harold’s claim is also legitimate but also binding as the promise was made on Edward’s death bed.[footnoteRef:35] This suggests that Harold was rightfully King of England and William usurped the throne from him.  [31:  Megan Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, (Unpublished M.A Thesis, University of Louisville, 2010), p. 44, <https://www.proquest.com/docview/613865994?%20Theses&fromopenview=true&pq-origsite=gscholar&sourcetype=Dissertations%20>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]]  [32:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 44. Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown. Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p. 4]  [33:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 44]  [34:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 44]  [35:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 44] 

Furthermore, the Norman depiction of the coronation of Harold comes into question over its accuracy. The Bayeux Tapestry depicts Harold being crowned by the Archbishop Stigand.[footnoteRef:36] This detail is also backed up by William of Poitiers who also claims that Archbishop Stigand crowned Harold as king.[footnoteRef:37] This is an interesting detail depicted by the Normans as Archbishop Stigand was excommunicated by the pope.[footnoteRef:38] As Stigand was excommunicated, this would mean that Harolds coronation is illegitimate, making Williams claim to the throne more legitimate. This would suggest further that by making Harold’s coronation illegitimate they are trying to villainise Harold and legitimise Williams actions in the later Battle of Hastings. However, a chronicler named John of Worchester stated that the Archbishop of York Ealdred coronated Harold rather than Stigand.[footnoteRef:39] If this is truthful and accurate, it would imply that Harold was the rightful King of England, and the depictions of Harold in the Bayeux Tapestry and in William of Poitier’s writing is used to legitimise Williams and the Normans actions of usurping power from Harold. This removes some usefulness in the tapestry as bias and false depictions make it harder for historians to determine the truth of events. However, these depictions, although not reliable, could also be useful as it allows for debate over questions such as why the Normans depicted Harold in this way.  [36:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [37:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 45. Ibid: William of Poitiers, The Gesta Guillelmi, p.6.]  [38:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 45]  [39:  Ibid: Rice, Conquest on Display: The Original Installation of the Bayeux Tapestry, p. 45] 

The Bayeux Tapestry also shows that it can be useful in ways other than the events itself such as in clothing and weaponry that was used at the time. There are multiple arguments over the usefulness of weaponry used in the Bayeux Tapestry. One argument is by the English Historical Review which argues that the equipment used in both sides in the battle scenes are exactly the same.[footnoteRef:40] It is explained that the soldiers on both sides wear the same knee length clothing and the same helmets with a nose piece.[footnoteRef:41] This is clearly shown in the tapestry during the scenes of the Battle of Hastings, it is easiest to be seen between scenes fifty-one and fifty-two of the tapestry as there is the largest contrast between Norman and English fighters.[footnoteRef:42] The Norman fighters, shown on horseback, are seen wearing the same garments and helmets as English fighters.[footnoteRef:43] However, this is only true to some extent as although the same clothing is clearly found between scene fifty-one and fifty-two, other scenes of the Battle of Hastings contain weaponry that differs between Norman and English sides.[footnoteRef:44] This makes the Bayeux Tapestry useful to a historian studying it, as it gives historians an insight into what the Normans wore into battle at this time. However, as the tapestry is from a Norman perspective, it is not useful to historians understanding English dress in battle in this period.  [40:  Richard Glover, ‘English Warfare in 1066’, The English Historical Review, Vol. 67, No. 262, (1952), pp. 1-18, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/555694>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]]  [41:  Ibid: Glover, ‘English Warfare in 1066’, p. 4]  [42:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [43:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown]  [44:  Ibid: Bayeux Museum, Unknown] 

Another argument, by Michael John Lewis, suggests that there were differing types of weaponry between sides in the Bayeux Tapestry.[footnoteRef:45] Multiple types of weaponry are specific to either the Normans or the English. For example, bows are used during the battle scenes but the majority of depictions of bows are depicted on the Norman fighters.[footnoteRef:46] Also, large hafted axes are shown in the tapestry and are mainly used by the English.[footnoteRef:47] Lewis further argues that the reason for the differing weapons is so that the Normans and the English can be differed between.[footnoteRef:48] This is agreeable as the Normans would likely want to differ from the English, so viewers of the tapestry could see that the Normans took victory over the English. However, this argument does not explain why both the English and the Normans wear the same clothes during the scenes of the Battle of Hastings, as if the Normans wanted to differentiate themselves from the English their clothing would be different as well as their weaponry. This shows that the tapestry is useful to historians, as it is a pictographic source, it allows for historians to view visual representations of weaponry and clothing used at the time. This is useful to historians as we can see a more accurate view of these objects, unlike with written sources where it can only be described and interpreted.  [45:  Michael John Lewis, ‘Identity and Status in the Bayeux Tapestry: The Iconographic and Artefactual Evidence’, (Unknown), pp. 100-120, <https://www.academia.edu/10053576/Identity_and_Status_in_the_Bayeux_Tapestry_Anglo_Norman_Studies_29>, [Accessed: 23rd October 2026]]  [46:  Ibid: Lewis, ‘Identity and Status in the Bayeux Tapestry: The Iconographic and Artefactual Evidence’, p. 102]  [47:  Ibid: Lewis, ‘Identity and Status in the Bayeux Tapestry: The Iconographic and Artefactual Evidence’, p. 102]  [48:  Ibid: Lewis, ‘Identity and Status in the Bayeux Tapestry: The Iconographic and Artefactual Evidence’, p. 102] 

In conclusion, the Bayeux Tapestry is useful as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England. The tapestry is a pictographic source on the events of the Norman Conquest. However, the tapestry has large biases and possible falsehoods which remove some usefulness when looking at the accuracy of events that took place. Nonetheless, it is still a useful source as it opens up debate over why the Normans would be inaccurate in their recording of events. Furthermore, as the tapestry is pictographic, it allows historians to view depictions of clothing and weaponry of the time. This is incredibly useful for historians as visual depictions of objects allow historians to view what these objects looked like at the time, in comparison to written descriptions of objects where historians could only describe and interpret what an object looked like. 
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