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Harold takes an oath of allegiance to William - taken from the Bayeux tapestry.[footnoteRef:1] [1:   Bayeux Museum, Explore The Bayeux Tapestry On Line, ‘Explore on Line The Bayeux Tapestry Scene By scene Panel 23’ , https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/ [accessed 05 April 2026]. ] 


             The image above is taken from the Bayeux Tapestry that was embroidered possibly between 1082-87 and  is a 70 m long  x 50 cm wide piece of linen which  has the story of the Norman conquest of England embroidered on it depicting the events during  1064-1066 leading up to King  Harold II’s defeat at Hastings  by William Duke of Normandy.[footnoteRef:2]  When  King Edward (the confessor )  died with no direct heir,  his brother in law Harold Godwinson,  Earl of Wessex  was crowned, stating that Edward had chosen him as his heir. This was contested by William of Normandy, claiming that he had also been chosen to be the future king by Edward in 1051 who had according to William Poitiers, held him ‘ in the same affection as a brother or son,’ [footnoteRef:3] although many historians claim that neither had much of a claim to the throne. [footnoteRef:4]  William stated his claim had been reaffirmed in 1064 when Harold had visited him to deliver Edward’s sanction and had sworn an oath of allegiance to him on some relics. When Harold was crowned after Edward had died, William claimed that Harold had breached the oath and had therefore committed perjury by claiming the throne for himself. This provided him enough justification  to invade England to claim the throne which he succeeded in obtaining and by killing  Harold  at the Battle of Hastings to become William I of England.  [2:  English Heritage, A Canterbury Tale: The Bayeux tapestry And St Augustine’s Abbey,  https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/st-augustines-abbey/history-and-stories/a-canterbury-tale-the-bayeux-tapestry-and-st-augustines-abbey/ [accessed 05 April 2026]. ]  [3:  William Poitiers, The Gesta Willelmi Of William Poitiers, p.4.  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191116   [accessed 05 April 2026]. ]  [4:   Elizabeth Carson Paston, Stephen D. White and Kate Gilbert, Bayeux Tapestry And Its Contexts: A Reassessment  (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2014) p. 37  https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt6wp9gx  [accessed 04 April 2026]. ] 

                The tapestry narrative containing images of the events leading to the Norman Conquest, which is supported by Latin text, takes place in the centre panels of the linen with decorative borders containing illustrations of moralising stories and English fables to enhance the main picture. These border scenes are felt to have been impossible for the French to understand so may be demonstrating the ‘ambivalent’ attitude of the seamstresses toward the Normans.[footnoteRef:5] Despite it telling the story probably with a Norman bias, there is no written documentation to support where it was made, although  it is thought to have been designed and created in England, possibly in St Augustine  Abbey Canterbury, a Benedictine abbey which had a great reputation for manuscript illumination. [footnoteRef:6]  This supposition is further supported by the fact that the needlework on the tapestry is known as Opus Anglicarum meaning ‘English Work’ and the embroidered text has Anglo Saxon lettering. [footnoteRef:7] It is  thought that the design may have been masterminded by Scolland of Canterbury, a former senior monk from Mont St Michel in Normandy who then became Abbot of  St Augustine in Canterbury in 1070, especially as  there is the possibility that he was an eye witness to the battle.[footnoteRef:8]  It is thought by most historians  that Odo, Bishop of Bayeux  and half-brother to William commissioned the tapestry. Steven White thinks that Odo micromanaged the narrative [footnoteRef:9]  and  it is also supposed that he had the tapestry made to decorate his Cathedral giving legitimacy to the Norman conquest by it being situated in a consecrated building.[footnoteRef:10] [5:  English heritage, A Canterbury Tale. ]  [6:  Ibid. ]  [7:  Ibid. ]  [8:  Ibid. ]  [9:   Carson Paston, White and Gilbert, Bayeux Tapestry , p.2. ]  [10:   Ibid. p.106.] 

            The image that is depicted shows Harold (with a moustache) stood in the centre swearing his allegiance on what is presumed to be a box of relics to William sat on the left and witnessed by two knights. There is Latin writing above stating VBI hAROLD SACAMENTUM FECIT VVILLELMO DVCI which translated means ‘Where Harold made an oath to Duke William. ‘[footnoteRef:11] It is presumed by many that the oath was to recognise the right of succession of William but there is no proof in the tapestry of what the oath was specifically about. [footnoteRef:12]  Some commentators have thought that because William had a sword in his hand, the oath was taken by Harold under duress and that it could honourably have been broken, [footnoteRef:13] however, this is something that is never mentioned by Norman chroniclers. Although  it is presumed that the event  took place in Bayeux,  again there is no written evidence and there is no identity of who’s relics they were and where they were  from .[footnoteRef:14]  It is felt that by stating  that  the oath occurred   in Bayeux, it gives emphasis to  Bishop Odo’s role in the proceedings  and for ‘self-glorification’ in front of his Norman audience.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:   Bayeux Museum, Explore The Bayeux Tapestry . ]  [12:   Judith A. Green, The Normans,  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2022) p. 87.]  [13:  Mark Cartwright, World History Encyclopedia,  ‘Bayeux Tapestry’  Nov 2018 < https://www.worldhistory.org/Bayeux_Tapestry/ [accessed 05 April 2026]. ]  [14:  Carson Paston, White and Gilbert, Bayeux Tapestry , p.110. ]  [15:   Ibid. p.106. ] 

               This image is thought to be one of the most important images of the tapestry along with the image of the  death of King Edward  as it is because of these scenes  that William was able to justify  his invasion of  England after  Harold had allegedly committed  perjury when breaking the oath.[footnoteRef:16]   In Guy of Amien’s Carmen de Hastingae, he  writes of William saying  to Harold ‘You must therefore keep faith and observe your oaths’  and ‘Your right hand is bound by sacred bonds. ’ [footnoteRef:17]   He wanted to make clear that breaking the oath was going against God and as Normans saw themselves as ‘people favoured by God,’  [footnoteRef:18] William felt justified in invading England.    However, it must be remembered that Normans were ‘ambitious warriors who were hungry for land, wealth and power.’ [footnoteRef:19] therefore, with that in mind this may have just been a good excuse for the acquisition of more land and power. [16:  Victoria Thompson , Kingship In Death In The Bayeux Tapestry, https://www.reading.ac.uk/gcms/-/media/project/functions/research/graduate-centre-for-medieval-studies/documents/rms199907-v-thompson-kingshipindeath-in-the-bayeux-tapestry.pdf?la=en&hash=C1DC27CACAD93228A422B747B48F000D  [accessed 05 April 2026].  ]  [17:  Guy of Amiens, The Carmen De Hastingae Proelio Of Guy Of Amiens, ed. and trans. by Frank Barlow (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999) p.19,  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191116 [accessed 05 April 2026].]  [18:  Green, The Normans, p. 221.]  [19: Robert  Bartlett, The Normans: A Tale Of Dukes And Warriors, Conquerors And Kings, Men From The North, [video].2010  https://video-alexanderstreet-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/watch/men-from-the-north?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver [accessed 05 April 2026]. ] 

               The history of the Battle of Hastings has been extensively documented.  Green states that the Norman case was put forward by not only  two main chronicles,  William of Junieges’ Deeds Of The Dukes of The Normans   and William of Poitier’ s The Deeds of William, Duke of the Normans and King of the English but also by  the  Bayeux Tapestry,[footnoteRef:20]  which is told from a secular viewpoint with very little piety involved unlike Poitiers and Junieges [footnoteRef:21] who both also used a great deal of detail when describing episodes possibly to increase authentication of the conquest.  The Bayeux Tapestry is described as one of the most reliable sources of history of the events between 1064 and 1066 and it has been said it is less exaggerated than Poitiers and Jumièges.[footnoteRef:22] However, it should not be used in isolation as a visual recording of actual events and is best used in conjunction with contemporary literature. [footnoteRef:23] [20:  Green, The Normans, p. 145.]  [21:  Shirley Ann Brown, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry And The Song Of Roland’,  Olifant,  6:3/4 Rancebaux 778-1978:Proceedings of the Pensylvania State Conference (Spring/Summer 1979), pp.339-350, p.346.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/45297979SAB340 [accessed 05 April 2026]. ]  [22:   Carson Paston, White and Gilbert, Bayeux Tapestry, p.38. ]  [23:   Brown,’ The Bayeux Tapestry’, p.340.] 

                 Many other chroniclers write of the oath taking, therefore it was an important aspect of the narrative,  William of Malmesbury,  a historian monk of Norman heritage  wrote in the 1170’s  that Harold  confirmed to William  by oath,  the kingdom of England after the death of Edward.[footnoteRef:24]  Henry of Huntingdon an Anglo Norman historian wrote in the twelfth century  that   ‘Harold swore on many precious relics of the saints and after Edwards death would preserve England for William’[footnoteRef:25]  Poitiers writes however that the oath was made at Bonneville rather than  Bayeux, ‘At a gathering at Bonneville , Harold took an oath of faithfulness to him according to the sacred rule of the Christians……… witnessed by highly respected men, he(Harold) pronounced clearly and of his own free will ……He  would try with all his authority and power to ensure for him(William ) the possession of the kingdom of England.’[footnoteRef:26]  Although a different town is mentioned, it does not detract from the main substance of the story namely  that Harold took an oath probably of allegiance. With so many written pieces describing the oath taking plus the visual documentation of the Bayeux tapestry, it fully emphasises how important the oath was considered when justifying the invasion and recognising William’s claim to the throne.  [24:  William of Malmsbury ,  ‘Gesta Regum Anglorum [Tr Giles] [c.1118]’,  1066 Sources Handout, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191116 [accessed 05 April 2026]. ]  [25:  Henry of Huntingdon, 1066 Sources Handout , https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191116 [accessed 05 April 2026]. 
]  [26:  Poitiers , The Gesta Willelmi. P.4.  ] 

               White states that most of the contemporary works  of the Norman conquest were Norman based and may have been exaggerated,  with great emphasis of the making and subsequent breaking of the oath by Harold but in reality,  all that can be stated with certainty is that Harold made some sort of pledge to William which has been construed as an oath to Williams succession which was broken and meant him committing perjury thus giving justification for William to  invade England. [footnoteRef:27] There is very little English contemporaneous writing which is thought by Elisabeth Van Houts to be due to the traumatic effects of the national disaster that was the Norman Conquest,[footnoteRef:28]  therefore the story of the  Norman invasion and its build up  from chronicles and the Bayeux Tapestry  is  dominated with the Norman view,[footnoteRef:29]   which gives them a  great opportunity to justify  and legitimise the use of force and military action while vanquishing a new land . [footnoteRef:30] [27:  Carson Paston, White and Gilbert,  Bayeux Tapestry, p.40.  ]  [28:  Elisabeth Van Houts , Memory And Gender In Medieval Europe, 900-1200 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p.130. < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191117>  [accessed 05 April 2016]. ]  [29:  Ibid. p.132.]  [30:  Ibid. p.137. ] 
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