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Bayeux Tapestry: Harold swears an oath to William
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[bookmark: _Hlk192528860]The Bayeux tapestry is a famous piece of medieval historical artwork vividly depicting the events leading up to the Norman (brodøserne, 2020)conquest including portrayal of the dramatic and climactic moments of the infamous battles of 1066.  This saw the defeat and death of Harold II of England by William the Duke of Normandy, thus establishing the Normans as the new rulers of England, a pivotal point when William the conqueror altered the direction of British history with his successful conquest of England, ending the rule of the last ever Anglo-Saxon king. The tapestry was designed to provide a link between versions of the conquest of both the English and the Normans (Stenton F M, 1965).  From the Norman recollection of the Norman conquest it is covered by two prose narratives, one brief , the other minutely detailed, each  written within 8 years of the battle of Hastings (Stenton F M, 1965). The earliest account of the Oath of King Harold was written before 1071 and places the event at Bonneville-aue Rouques not at Bayeux (Stenton F M, 1965).  

Contrary to what the name suggests it is not a tapestry, but an embroidered piece  made from a band of linen 231 feet long and 19.5 inches wide, embroidered in worsteds of eight colours depicting 70 scenes in total( (Britannica, no date).  This extract shows Harold pledging fealty to William the conqueror around 1064 during Harolds visit to Normandy. The events leading up to the war are shown in detail devoting almost three quarters of its length, charting political machinations on both sides of the channel and introducing key characters (Musgrove and Lewis, 2021).  This introduces the concepts of why the Battle of Hastings happened, depicting Harold’s previous commitments to supporting William’s claims to the throne (Stenton F M, 1965). In this section, Harold pays allegiance by swearing an oath of fealty with promise to uphold William’s claim to the English throne by placing his hands on holy relics contained within reliquaries, with historians identifying the year to be between 1064 and 1065 (White, 2014).  The written wording above the depictions reads in Latin UBI HAROLD SACRAMENTUM FECIT WILLELMO DUCI translating to ‘the act of Harold made an oath to the Duke William’(brodøserne, 2020).  The borders running above and below the main pictures are  familiar and reoccurring decorative depictions of animals and figures, scenes from fables of Aesop and Phaedrus showing husbandry and the chase (Britannica, no date). William, Duke of Normandy is depicted overseeing Harold’s pledge with his sword highlighting his authority, while clerics and noblemen bear witness, indicating the sacred nature of the oath and its legitimacy in the believed location of Bayeux, depicted by the chapel to the left of William.  
Prior depictions before that of Harold taking the oath complete the first half of the tapestry depicting Harold already being bound to the duke William by different forms of obligation (Stenton, 1965) to then be later knighted and freed by William after being captured upon arrival in Normandy on King Edwards business, forming a bond of feudalism and further obligations of allegiance to William.  As a result this scene is particularly important,  displaying a pivotal point of interpretation and aiding in legitimising William’s reasons for invading England, for which he obtained the support of the papacy symbolised by a consecrated papal banner that accompanied him on his invasion (Dodwell, 1966).  Similar work of this kind and from this era or earlier have survived , leading it to be one of the principal authorities for the history of the Norman conquest of England (Stenton F M, 1965).  
[bookmark: _Hlk192749799]The first written record of the Bayeux Tapestry was made in the Bayeux Cathedral inventory of 1476(The History of Britain’s Bayeux Tapestry, no date), but  it is estimated to of been made around the 1070’s, leading us to estimate its age of over 900 years.  Tapestries and embroidery pieces were originally used to decorate large and grandiose buildings like castles or cathedrals, having risen in popularity amongst the wealthy individuals, for use in their homes as a symbol of wealth and power.  Although it is named a tapestry, it is an embroidered piece due to the materials used and the images being stitched rather than woven, however, the term remains for those with such decorative hanging cloths, however they were made, and were known as a tapis or tapisserie(Cambridge Dictionary, no date).  
The art of tapestry making for the use of functional and decorative purposes was a popular practice across ancient civilizations through thousands of years progressing from the 14th to 16th century in Medieval Europe.  Wall tapestries are woven wall hangings depicting a scene or famous painting, with medieval and Renaissance European pieces typically depicting religious scenes and historical events.  This proved popular with Kings as an opportunity to display battles they were engaged in and won and were also practical at retaining heat in cold castles and churches by keeping out drafts. In medieval and Renaissance periods they often travelled from locations with nobility for display purposes, giving them greater acceptance over large paintings which were more difficult to transport (Tapestries from Medieval to Modern Times, no date).  Before the 12th century embroidered wall hangings and furniture cover seem to have reached the peak of their popularity, while the less elegant variety of embroidery on canvas or linen worked with wool had been primarily for wall hangings and cushions, which were then called tapestries. These later were replaced from the late 12th century on by woven tapestries, offering a linguistic confusion between embroideries and tapestries.(Labarge, 1999).
The Bayeux is a composition of materials consistent with medieval manufacture including fine bleached linen of regular weave and two-ply woollen yarn in an s twist.  Tests under microscope show the wool was dyed at the fleece stage before it was spun and twisted in ten different colours derived from plant extracts.  These are two shades of red, a mustard yellow and beige, three hues of blue (the darkest being navy, almost back) and three greens (Pastan, White and Gilbert, 2014). Despite the effectiveness of this piece the use of wool on linen as a method of embroidery was going out of fashion to almost disappearing in the 12th century as it was began to be replaced by woven tapestries (Labarge, 1999). With its good state of preservation, the Bayeux Tapestry has undergone minimal fading of its coloured threads pointing to interior usage but not extensive exposure. (Pastan, White and Gilbert, 2014) supporting the idea that it was for personal use not public display.




It is suggested that the patron and designer of the Bayeux tapestry was Odo, the half-brother of Willam the Conqueror whom this artwork celebrates, and it was intended for an exhibition in a Norman church, approved by of a Norman bishop (Stenton F M, 1965). It was often by popular demand that the patron of the artwork would be depicted within the piece, thus in this artwork Odo is shown amongst lesser figures believed to be his vassals, Due to  the Old English artistic tradition being maintained in Canterbury it is viable that the artist who designed this piece also came from Canterbury (Stenton, 1965).  The bishop Odo was set in charge of Kent when the conqueror visited Normandy in Spring 1067, and was the greatest feudal magnate in the country (Stenton, 1965).  Due to its size the tapestry is suggested to be a memorial to a private ostentation and that it decorated one of Odo’s great palaces, needing a 85 by 35ft hall (Dodwell, 1966).  Expectancy of  scale and quality of  work would be embarked upon a team under the direction of an artist who would in turn have worked with an official historian acting as a producer, and as such representing the sponsor of the work (Noxon, 1967). This leads to the hypothesis that the monks of St Augustine’s Canterbury were responsible for creating the Bayeux Tapestry by commission of by Odo  in an attempt to glorify his own role in the Norman conquest, this resulting in limiting the narrative and content  (Stenton F M, 1965).  

[bookmark: _Hlk192748332]The Bayeux is looked upon as a material artifact due to the artistry of stitching, providing an display of a once extensive medieval textile tradition (Pastan, White and Gilbert, 2014) and can be described as a dramatic production bearing a resemblance to an early silent film (Noxon, 1967).  It is part of the overall development of Western pictorial art, and one of the most important works of pictorial narrative art (Noxon, 1967).
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