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Commentary on the Bayeux Tapestry scene depicting Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex swearing an oath to William, Duke of Normandy. 

The Bayeux Tapestry is a late 11th century embroidery which depicts the Norman Conquest of England in 1066 by William, duke of Normandy. The first written source which is thought to mention the Bayeux Tapestry was in the inventory of the Chapter of Bayeux cathedral written in 1476, 
Item une tente tres longue et estroicte de telle a broderie d’ymages          et escripteaulx, faisans representation du Conquest d’Angleterre,   laquelle est tendu environ la nef de l’eglise le jour et par l’octave          des reliques.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Translation: a very narrow strip of linen embroidered with figures and inscriptions representing the conquest of England taken out and displayed during the Festival of the Relics.
Archives departementales du Calvados. Caen. Eveche de Bayeux. Inventaire du tresor de la cathedrale de Bayeux, ms. 199, p.95.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk529539071] Seventy metres in length, and featuring more than seventy scenes, it represents a pro-Norman justification of the conquest. It is not certain who commissioned the tapestry, although, there is evidence to suggest it was commissioned by William’s half-brother, Bishop Odo of Bayeux. One piece of evidence to support this claim is that Odo appears in the tapestry four times, which is more than any other individual except for William, Duke of Normandy and Harold, Earl of Wessex. Noxon describes the Bayeux Tapestry as a ‘sponsored, propaganda work, designed for an illiterate mass audience.’[footnoteRef:2] Although, it was probably commissioned with propogandist motives, the narrative depicts Harold as tragic hero rather than a villain, succumbing to his ambitions. The reasoning behind this was probably to not cause offence to Harold’s supporters while, at the same time, legitimising William’s claim to the throne by suggesting that the English Conquest was justified because Harold was an oath-breaker.  [2:  G. Noxon, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry’, Cinema Journal, Vol.7 (Winter, 1967-1968), pp.29-35. ] 
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Figure 1. Depiction of Harold swearing an oath, on holy relics, to support William’s claim to the English throne. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Both Harold and William shared a claim to the English throne. William was King Edward the confessor’s cousin and Harold was his brother in law which made him the most likely successor. Whilst sailing to France, Harold was shipwrecked off the coast of Normandy, where he was taken hostage by Count Guy of Ponthieu. When William heard this, he ordered the Count to release Harold to him. Harold was taken to William’s court where, it is suggested within Anglo-Norman sources,[footnoteRef:3] that Harold swore an oath to William to support his claim to the English throne. Orderic Vitalis states,  [3: Carmen de Hastingae, William’s justification for invading and taking on Harold (speech given before the battle), HPHI6009 Module reader.] 

Harold himself had taken an oath of fealty to Duke William at Rouen     in the presence of the Norman nobles, and after becoming his man       had sworn on the most sacred relics to carry out all that was required     of him. After that, the Duke had taken Harold on an expedition against Conan, Count of Brittany, and had given him splendid arms and horses and heaped other tokens upon him and his companions.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Orderic Vitalis, HPHI6009 Module reader.] 


Vitalis’ account is unclear whether this was an oath of fealty as a vassal or as a sworn oath to support Williams succession claim. The Bayeux Tapestry suggests that Harold was being honoured after heroics on the Brittany campaign and in return swore a solemn oath of fealty. However, the scene also hints that Harold is taking the oath under duress: William looks dominating and threatening seated in his throne bearing a sword. The formal ceremony takes place in the presence of courtiers who witness Harold taking the oath with one hand on the altar and the other on the reliquary. 

 The significance of the use of relics for the oath is of great significance because relics were an extremely important part of medieval Christianity. It was widely believed that swearing falsely on relics would result in God deserting you and favouring your enemies. Christians during this period believed that breaking a solemn oath was an evil act and the ramifications of this is foretold by the appearance of the star in the heavens, Halley’s comet, which is depicted after Harold’s coronation scene in the Bayeux tapestry. Noxon states, ‘the appearance of the comet at this juncture is no dramatic invention… throughout the middle ages, comets were viewed with the greatest superstitious fear and dread.’[footnoteRef:5] The appearance of and inclusion of the comet within the tapestry acts to further justify the Norman conquest as it suggests that God is in favour of William. The importance of Christianity to the Normans can also be seen in the inclusion of cross motifs within the borders to the tapestry. Within Harold’s oath scene there are three crosses depicted. [5:  Noxon, Bayeux Tapestry] 


The oath scene within the Bayeux tapestry is central to the entire narrative because it provides justification for the Norman Conquest and implies that William is the rightful successor. It is successful in providing a pro- Norman narrative without provoking Harold’s supporters: by depicting him as a tragic hero rather then a villain. The importance of the Christian faith to the Norman’s is evident within the tapestry and within this scene. However, it can be deemed as a tool to defend their actions because if it is widely believed that they have the backing of God, it would be difficult for anyone to oppose them.
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