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How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman Invasion of England?

On the 14th October 1066, a battle took place that was to change the course of the history of the British Isles forever. Thousands of lives were lost and the Norman armies were victorious over the English, King Harold lay dead and the Norman Duke William was now placed to be crowned as King of England as well as Duke of Normandy – this was of course the Battle of Hastings. There are a number of accounts that give an insight into the events that led up to and took place on that fateful day in 1066, but none so detailed as those beautifully embroidered images that draw the onlooker into scenes of everyday Norman life, scenes of royal life and most of all the detailed depiction of that most famous battle. Made before 1082, possibly in the 1070s1 it was a relatively contemporary account of the events leading up to Harold’s demise and the Norman victory. It is quite miraculous that such a large tapestry survived the turmoil’s of the Medieval period; it was rumoured that the reason for its survival was due to the tapestry being rolled up for a few months of the year in storage in the Bayeux Cathedral.2 The tapestry is 63.38 m long and 53.6cm high, indeed, despite the fact that it was never fully completed, it is the largest tapestry in existence.3
The Bayeux Tapestry is a fantastically useful source for the Norman invasion of England, due to the large amount of detail depicted in each plate of the embroidery. It is depicted much in the style of a comic strip, one didn’t have to be able to read to understand what was going on in the scenes. The artist (or artists) designed it in such a way that it is if one is looking at a roll of film, it could have been made in recent times, not 1,000 years ago. The Tapestry was produced for Bishop Odo (who is actually one of the figures that appear in the Tapestry), who was the half-brother of William I.4 Many historians, especially older historians from the 19th century believed the Bayeux tapestry to be Norman Propaganda5, although this is much discussed by historians, it seems unlikely, as anything can be seen as propaganda from this period. That this intricately stitched embroidery was just produced to show the world have marvellous and fantastic warriors these Norman people were, that they were “blowing their own trumpet” as it were. 
The truth is that this beautifully made tapestry was very likely to have been made by English hands, in fact the artist would have been English embroiders, rather than being made by Normans, as Anglo-Saxon women were well known in Europe as one of the finest embroiderers the world had to offer.6 One can see upon looking at the tapestry that horses were a favourite subject of the artist, and indeed of the Normans themselves - they would have been the most expensive and valued equipment that the Norman solider would have owned.7 Indeed the prominence of the horses in Norman armies is demonstrated by the fact that the highest rank in modern armies is ‘Marshall’, which derives from the Norman ‘mare-chall’ (horse servant; a blacksmith).The Dalfrey is the most commonly depicted form of horses in the embroidery, and the Dalfrey especially was the most valued of the Normans; and can be seen in Plate 15,8 as well as other scenes of the embroidery. The Tapestry can also tell us a tremendous amount of information about the details of the equipment used by the troops.9 The embroidery gives us an insight into Norman lives that a book can’t quite give, in the tapestry the clothes, weapons and equipment are stitched in such a way that the detail is quite extraordinary, and can tell the onlooker much more that a book from the period can.
There a number of sources available from the time of the Conquest, but none give quite as much detail as that depicted in the embroidery. Most of these sources tell the story of the Conquest from Norman viewpoints10, but what the tapestry also does is gives the historians and Scholars a comparable account to that of say William of Poitiers Gesta Normannorum Ducem (The Deeds of Duke Willism) or the Anglo Saxon Chronicles or the vita Edwardi (the life of King Edward) giving a non-biased view of the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings. Indeed, it could be stated that the Bayeux tapestry is the most reliable source surrounding the Battle of Hastings, due to the visual imagery, bringing the Medieval age to life. According to Historian David Wilson, the Bayeux tapestry is “…it is the most vivid surviving record of this particular phase of English history.”11 Although Wilson also states that the Bayeux Tapestry may not be the most reliable source to the events of the Conquest, that it could be an embellished account of what truly happened.12 The same could be said of the written accounts, in William of Poitiers account for example, he was very much a Norman Propagandist, he only spoke of the Normans great deeds, while historian David Wilson is of the opinion that his is the most likely source,13 it could in fact  be said that William of Poitiers version of events could indeed be the most un-reliable source due to the Normans being portrayed in such a glorified way. 
According to Historian Andrew Bridgeford, the artists “…agenda was in reality subversive.”14 He was working under the domination of the Normans, his way of designing the tapestry, was done in such a way so as not to anger or offend the Norman people.15 If this were indeed true, and the artist was English (which many historians and scholars are of  the belief that he was), then this embroidery would be an incredibly useful and important source of information, as to the events surrounding the Norman Conquest of England in 1066 – through its presentation of a more nuanced perspective than the direct accounts. There are only two accounts from the English point of view, one of these accounts are not as useful as the other, that being the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. The monks that made the Chronicles, did so on a yearly basis, they were made into small paragraphs, and one of the three annals ended in 1066, just before the battle.16 Historian Andrew Bridgewater believes the Chronicles to be written on a superficial level,17 that the Bayeux tapestry to be a “…long-lost version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.”18To the Normans, this tapestry would be praising their victory, as of course they were victors, of that there could be no denial, and indeed in the long run, England was wealthier and more cultured for their domination.
Opening scene of the Tapestry
The first scene that viewers of the tapestry can see is the journey that Harold made overseas, on the behest of King Edward in 1064/5.19 The depiction of Harold’s peculiar journey is vividly set, with old King Edward seated on his chair (it is worth adding that Chairs in the tapestry were depicted as being representative a person of higher status),20 The King is in a conference with his wife’s brother, Earl Harold and another man who’s identity is unknown. The are no records of this scene taking place in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles,21 and according to the accounts of William of Poitiers and William of Jumieges, Harold was asked by Edward to go to Normandy to “…confirm the succession of the English Crown to William”22 it is worth noting that these versions of events were written after the Conquest, not before, and the scene in the Tapestry does not give any indication as to why Harold made this journey overseas.23 There is an English account which could be coinciding with the story of the tapestry and that is Eadmer’s Historia Nororum, in the monks version of events Harold actually persuaded Edward to go to Normandy.24 Whether it was in the Normans version of events, that Harold was sent on a mission by King Edward in order to confirm royal succession or the English account, it is impossible to say, but that is what is so clever about the Bayeux Tapestry, It could be read by the Normans as coinciding with Norman version of events, whilst it could also coincide with English version of events, that was possibly the artists intention. In plaque 13-17 the Tapestry and William of Poitiers account are the same; of Guy giving Harold up when, in return for a large sum of money, and that William took Harold to the town of Rouen.25 Scholars such as Drogereit and Logn believe that the artist of the tapestry knew of Poitiers account, and depicted it in the story of the tapestry26
The Campaign in Brittany
This is one of the most talked about scenes of the tapestry. Historian David Wilson states that ”There is no reason to suppose that Rennes was besieged, and the Tapestry is the only source for the surrender of the keys of Dinan”27 If that is so, then this is indeed a very interesting fact, it could be that it has recorded an event in history, which no other account thought it pertinent to mention. Wilson also states that many historians are of the belief that Conan was never inside Dol at all, in fact, he was actually in the act of besieging the castle when the arrival of William occurred.28
The scenes in this segment of the tapestry, a ceremony takes place that depict gift of arms given by William to Harold as a vassalage. There is no ceremony mentioned by Williams of Poitiers or in the account of William of Jumieges, but they do mention the gift giving to Harold.29 Historian David Wilson believes this scene to be “a piece of ex post facto interpretation by the designers of the Tapestry.”30 So in this case it seems, the artist of the tapestry did include embellishments and exaggerations. There can be no doubt that the Oath itself took place, as there are accounts to back up this, but maybe not in the exaggerated way in which it was portrayed in the embroidery. It could also be said that perhaps, the embroidery shows what truly happened, and there was in fact a ceremony, and these other accounts just glossed over events.
The Death of King Edward
The Death of King Edward portrayed in the Bayeux Tapestry is according to Historian David Wilson “It may well be that the Vita and the Tapestry were using the same source.”31 All we have to go on is the Life of King Edward and the Bayeux Tapestry. This is another reason why the tapestry is so important as a source to the Norman invasion of England, the depiction of the King in his deathbed and his funeral are not recorded in detail in Norman version of accounts, they are according to Wilson relatively silent about these affairs.32 At the bedside of the King in the tapestry there are depicted four people, in the written account of The Life of King Edward, there were four people by his bedside, this account collaborates with that of the scene depicted in the Tapestry, creating what must be a true historical account depicted there.
The Battle of Hastings
The most famous scene of the Tapestry is undoubtedly that of the Battle of Hasting, that cannot be reputed. It can indeed be said that this scene of the Battle of Hastings is the best source that we have available in regard to the battle itself.  Interestingly, it is the only account we have of Harold with an arrow in his eye. After the arrow incident, Harold lies dies dead. Historian David Wilson states that “The Tapestry is the only primary source for the manner of Harold’s death.”33 No other account gives any description as to how Harold was killed, this is very important as to the history of the battle itself, the tapestry shows us how Harold was probably slain in the battle, and the importance of the Tapestry as a source cannot be understated. Though it can and indeed it has been interpreted that the arrow was indeed produced in a later repair on the Tapestry34 (though this is not confirmed) (Wilson) but it certainly is the case that anything is open to interpretation. Historian F.Barlow states of the importance of Harold’s portrayal in the tapestry, “It is no wonder that Harold, the perjured usurper styled on the Bayeux Tapestry as Harold the King.”35 As by the time Harold and his army fought at Hastings, they were suffering from exhaustion after their victory against Harald Hardrada; Historian Norman Canter states the“…invading Norweigians [had just been defeated] in the North and [the English troops] having been forced to march the length of England in order to encounter the formidable Norman forces.”36 
Conclusion
In conclusion, one can say with certainty that it is an understatement that the Bayeux Tapestry is a useful source of information in regard to the events surrounding the Norman Conquest. Not only had the artist created a work of phenomenal beauty, but he was also documenting one of the most important events in English and European history. The famous embroidery portrays three very important figures in Medieval history, King Edward, Earl Harold and Duke William, all other characters are minor and of no great importance. The tapestry is so cleverly designed by the artist that according to historian Andrew Bridgewater the Normans would not have noticed the subtleties and how the Tapestry’s account of the famous battle “...puts the emphasis on the controversial Count Eustace II of Boulougne and his Frenchmen rather than the Normans.”37 The Bayeux Tapestry can tell one much about the train of events that took place before the Conquest; it is, one might say, the most important source that we have available to us. It can be readily understood – although with subtlety, as the viewer can read into it what they will. This is why it worked so well; it offended neither the English nor the Normans. The old adage of ‘a picture can say a thousand words’ is very true in the case of the Bayeux Tapestry, each finely stitched segment tells a story of heroic deeds, death, war and destruction, but in a very romanticised way. It is Medieval storytelling at its best. 
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