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The Bayeux tapestry was commissioned some time before 1077 by the bishop of Bayeux and William the Conquerors half-brother Odo.[footnoteRef:1] It depicts the events leading up to the conquest of England and ends with the battle of Hastings. The reason for its commission is unknown though it has been speculated that it was created to be displayed at Odo’s “dedication” to his new cathedral.[footnoteRef:2] Due to his other title as the Earl of Kent, it was most likely commissioned the by the Earl. This part of the tapestry shows Harold Godwinson swearing an oath to support William’s claim to the throne of England upon the death of Edward the Confessor.  [1:  David Bates, William The Conqueror (London: Philip, 1989), p. 69]  [2:  Bates, William The Conqueror p. 103] 

There is some conflict among primary sources and scholars as to why Harold would have gone to Normandy or ever swear an oath to William to support his claim. Eadmur of Canterbury says that it was to oversee the release of his brother and nephew, who were hostages of William.[footnoteRef:3] William of Poitiers confirms this and further claims that the hostages were given to William by Edward the Confessor to ensure that his wishes for William to be his heir were carried out.[footnoteRef:4] If this is true then Harold would have most likely been ordered to Normandy by William not only to secure the hostages but also to confirm the Edwards desire that William be the next king.[footnoteRef:5] This has been disputed however by some historians though, such as Bates who argues that Edward would not have the power to send Harold to Normandy.[footnoteRef:6] Harold’s family held significant influence, being second to the king. Bate’s suggests that this desire to reduce the Godwinson family’s power, along with Edwards time in Normandy during his exile made William a suitable candidate to be his heir in 1051.[footnoteRef:7] The promise Edward made to William would have carried little weight when the Godwinson’s returned from exile in 1052, unless Harold or his father confirmed their support of Williams claim. William of Poitiers account must also be treated with some scepticism as he is a Norman source and so had a vested interest in legitimizing and justifying William the conquerors claim to throne over Harold’s. Another theory though is that Harold never intended to be in Normandy for as Hagger points out, he could have been headed to Flanders.[footnoteRef:8] His brother was married to the Counts daughter and he was familiar with the court from a previous visit. [3:  Mark S Hagger, William (London: I.B. Tauris, 2012), p. 37]  [4:  Hagger, William p. 37]  [5:  Hagger, William p. 37]  [6:  Bates, William The Conqueror p. 61]  [7:  Bates, William The Conqueror pp. 58-60]  [8:  Hagger, William p. 37] 

 Regardless of the reason, all sources say that Harold was shipwrecked and captured by Count Guy. Duke William then appeared to rescue Harold and swore an oath either out of duress or gratitude.[footnoteRef:9] The reason why this scene is presented in the tapestry is to serve as legitimization and justification for Williams conquest. In Harold acknowledging and swearing to support William’s claim, when he takes the throne it presents him as an oath breaker. This supports the Norman “version”[footnoteRef:10] of events and portrays Harold as a usurper, instead of a legitimate King. That is why sources such as William and Orderic Vitalis, who call Harold such as not only were they writing propaganda for the Normans. Furthermore, in the case of Orderic Vitalis was born around 1075 years after the events occurred and had no first hand experience of any of the Conquest.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  For Eadmer and William’s accounts of oath, "Key Stage 3 At Www.Johndclare.Net", Johndclare.Net, 2018 <https://www.johndclare.net/KS3/1-1-4.htm> [Accessed 9 November 2018].]  [10:  H. W. Carless Davis, England Under The Normans And Angevins, 1066-1272, 9th edn (New York, NY: Barnes & Noble Digital Library, 2011), p. 5.]  [11:  Hagger, William p. 52] 

Another aspect of this piece of the tapestry to observe is that Harold is swearing his oath over holy Christian relics. This is a vital detail to consider due to the influence and power of Christian iconography and symbolism in the Medieval period. First, that Harold is swearing his oath on such relics means that he is swearing under he eyes of God, making him not only an oath breaker but as some sources such as Orderic argue that he completely lost the favour of the divine.[footnoteRef:12] The significance of this cannot be understated as Davis points out that throughout the medieval period the concept of divine right of kings was strong.[footnoteRef:13] That tapestry portrays Harold as standing not only in opposition of William but also god means that Harold’s reign was always destined to fail. However, as Bates points out what someone needed in order to become king was three things; a blood relation to the previous monarch, his positioning by previous monarch as heir, and the consent of the nobles.[footnoteRef:14] Christian “paraphernalia”[footnoteRef:15] surrounds the Conquest, from its preparation, key events within, and even the aftermath. That this tapestry was arguably meant to be displayed in a church shows that the oath of Harold had some religious impact. In a political sense the breaking of this oath is evidence that Norman emissaries presented in Rome to Pope Alexander the second in order to receive his blessing and to “justify” the invasion.[footnoteRef:16] To symbolise this support for William’s invasion the Pope gave him the papal banner signifying that the Normans were acting with the blessing of the Church and by extension God.[footnoteRef:17] Achieving papal support was a huge achievement for William as it all but ensured the legitimacy of his claim. [12:  Hagger, William p. 52]  [13:  Davis, England Under The Normans pp. 5-6]  [14:  Bates, William The Conqueror p. 61]  [15:  Bates, William The Conqueror p. 140]  [16:  Bates, William The Conqueror p. 64-5]  [17:  Bates, William The Conqueror pp. 64-5] 

The placement of the oath at Bayeux is an interesting aspect of the tapestry. As Hagger points out, all sources relating to Harold’s oath claim it to have occurred at a different location; with William placing it at Bonnivlle-sur-Touques and Orderic at Rouen.[footnoteRef:18][footnoteRef:19] Though the exact location is unknown, as is the reason for its dispute. As Orderic was born later, we should consider him the least reliable in this aspect. I am more inclined to believe in William’s account as to the location of the oath. My reason for this is that Odo the bishop of Bayeux ordered the creation of this tapestry, and considering it is theorised to have been dedicated to his church he would have an interest in seeing that such an important event took place at one of his territories. He was known to be very power hungry when it came to the Church. Any thig that could have increased his influence and position within the clergy would interest him. Holding the swearing of Harold’s oath at his religious power base weaves him into William’s Conquest and triumph from the beginning. Ultimately his ambitions though would be his undoing as he was thrown in prison by William for attempting to buy the papacy.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Hagger, William pp. 38-9]  [19:  For Orderics account of Harlod’s oath Linda Alchin, "Harold's Pledge To Duke William Of Normandy", Normaninvasion.Info, 2018 <http://www.normaninvasion.info/harolds-pledge-to-duke-of-normandy.htm> [Accessed 9 November 2018].]  [20:  Hagger, William p. 160] 

The tapestry of Bayeux most likely served not only as a decorative piece, but also as a celebration of William the Conqueror’s ultimate triumph. The entry of Harold’s oath is fundamentally important to the Norman’s post conquest legitimization, as it was ammunition used to discredit Harold’s claim and render William’s invasion just and legal. Notice how William is depicted wielding a sword denoting his status as a warrior king. His actions during the invasion were supported by papal authority, and Harold’s breaking his oath over Christian relics makes him a sinful usurper. What must always be considered though is the target audience of this piece, that it was made as propaganda to support William’s ascend. History is almost always written from the point of view of the victors, and it should be noted that the ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’ doesn’t even record Harold’s visit to Normandy. Also, some note that due to Harold’s oath being sworn under duress would in some people opinion make it hollow and that Edward supposedly named him his heir on his deathbed.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Bates, William The Conqueror pp. 62-3] 
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