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Figure 
1
 Scene 23 of the Bayeux Tapestry
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The world famous Bayeux Tapestry depicts the story of the Norman Conquest of England, possibly commissioned by Bishop Odo, the tapestry is well over two hundred feet long.[footnoteRef:1] Its intricate embroidery have fascinated people for centuries. The tapestry depicts many varied episodes from the crucial turning point that was 1066. One of the most controversial and debated events of the era is depicted on the tapestry. In scene twenty three the tapestry depicts what is reportedly Harold Godwinson promising to William the Conqueror that he would give him the kingdom of England.[footnoteRef:2] This scene has sparked a huge amount of debate, both popular and scholarly over the many centuries since the events took place. This scene is a fascinating part of the tapestry and of the events of that crucial year. [1:  Adam Augustyn, 2019. ‘Bayeux Tapestry | History, Story, & Facts | Britannica’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/topic/Bayeux-Tapestry ]  [2:  BAYEUX MUSEUM. 2017. ‘Explore the Bayeux Tapestry Online’, Bayeux Museum https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/ 
] 

Scene twenty three’s depiction of Harold swearing an oath over holy relics is fascinating, not only because it’s a piece of a unique tapestry depicting one of the most important events in British history, but also because it provided the ‘Casus Belli’ for the invasion of England by William. Williams invasion was predicated on the fact that he had the right to the English Crown, his first claim came was because Edward the Confessor had sworn him the crown.[footnoteRef:3] William was a Cousin of Edward’s through Edwards Norman mother, this fact and the swearing of Harold Godwinson on holy relics. Was the key factory that allowed William to justify his invasion to the papacy. This is just one of the short sections on the Tapestry, however it is crucial to the story that the tapestry presents. [3:  William, of Jumièges, and Gulielmus, Pictaviensis, 1020?-1090. 2020. ‘Histoire Des Ducs de Normandie, Suivie De: Vie de Guillaume Le Conquérant’, Gutenberg.org <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/64008/pg64008-images.html> [accessed 12 March 2025] 
] 

There are a few crucial things depicted in this scene. One portion that is often overlooked, especially by more sceptical scholars. Is that the scene depicts Harold Godwinson swearing over a pair of Reliquaries, elegantly depicted in all their finery.[footnoteRef:4]  This demonstrated an overlooked point about the Normans, namely their incredible piety. The Normans are often seen and framed by their pagan Viking ancestors,[footnoteRef:5] this reputation has followed them into modern times when they are very frequently viewed entirely through a pragmatic and sceptical lens. The image of a brutal and violent Norman warrior, filled with the fury of his Viking forefathers is a common trope. This view of the Norman as almost a pagan is antithetical to the reality that is demonstrated through their actions. While Dudo of St. Quentin may have been fairly fanciful about the Christian dutifulness  of Rollo.[footnoteRef:6] It cannot be doubted that by the time of William the Conqueror the Normans had embraced Christianity wholesale, and were an incredibly pious people.[footnoteRef:7] This can be seen through factors such as their frequent pilgrimages to places like the shrine of St. Michael in Italy. William Duke of Normandy made sure to acquire the blessing of the Pope before he invaded England. In this scene we can see this demonstrated by the inclusion of not only one, but two reliquaries. This evidence of the piety of the Norman aristocracy is crucial to understanding many of their actions in their period.  [4:  Boehm, Barbara Drake. 2025. ‘Relics and Reliquaries in Medieval Christianity - the Metropolitan Museum of Art’, Metmuseum.org https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/relics-and-reliquaries-in-medieval-christianity 
]  [5:  The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica. 2016. ‘Rollo | Duke of Normandy’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Rollo-duke-of-Normandy ]  [6:  Dudo, & Christiansen, E. (1998). History of the Normans. Boydell Press Chapter 10]  [7:  R. Allen Brown. 1986. Normans and the Norman Conquest. (Constable London: Boydell & Brewer) p. 26
] 

These two factors would have been very important to the people of the eleventh century. Between these two things, the piety of the Normans, and Europe generally at this point, and the promise of not only Edward the Confessor, but also of Harold Godwinson. These two things together provided an excellent excuse to invade England. Even this term, excuse, give an air that William was a cynical and calculating man. It is more than likely that William entirely bought into his own right to rule England and that the invasion, to him, was an entirely just and correct thing to do. 
Anglo Saxon England was not an isolated portion of the world, nor was England a backwater.[footnoteRef:8] The tapestry depicts this fairly acutely. The Saxons are not depicted substantially differently from their Norman Counterparts. The tapestry depicts the similarities between the Saxons and the Normans, they wear essentially the same clothing. Harold Godwinson is here depicted in the same style of Tunic, Hoes and Cloak as the attendants around William are. Willim is depicted in a more rich, slightly longer tunic. Marking him out as different, a ruler.[footnoteRef:9] There is but one difference that keys the view in to the fact that these are two different people groups. The key difference is that Harold is depicted with a fairly lush and long Mustache. This is interesting, Edward the Confessor grew up in Normandy following the invasion of England by Cnut. When Edward the Confessor came to England he came with a Norman entourage.[footnoteRef:10] The Normanisation of England during the reign of Edward the Confessor was opposed by the Anglo-Danish nobles but the style of clothing matching that of the continent is documented by the tapestry in an interesting reminder of the gradual integration of England into the contingent. [8:  Brown. 1986. Normans and the Norman Conquest. p. 62]  [9:  Mason, Emma. 1991. Norman Kingship (Bangor, Gwynedd: Headstart History) p. 2]  [10:  Brown. 1986. Normans and the Norman Conquest.  pp. 118-119] 

Other than the Bayeux Tapestry there are a number of chroniclers who discuss Harold swearing fealty to William of Normandy, and promising to give him the kingdom. The main chronicler who talk about this event happening are William of Poitiers and William of Jumièges both writing around the year 1070. William of Jumieges’ notes this visit in chapter 31, calling Harold ‘the greatest of all the earls in his [Edward the Confessor’s] Kingdom. This admits that Harold was a very powerful earl, and it may be worth considering that Edward sending him to William was a strategically significant move.  It is notable that only Norman chroniclers discuss this event happening. This has led to some doubt about the validity of William’s claim that Harold visited Normandy at all. However, it is highly unlikely that William would have fabricated such an easily verified fact, while the nature of Harold’s oath may be different from what William said it was, it is very unlikely that William would have simply invented the whole thing. 
This section on the tapestry may be a only a short section, however it is the hinge on which the rest of the tapestry turns. This section depicts the events that caused the invasion and conquest of England. Section twenty two is the crucial scene that raises William the Conqueror from the ranks of his other Ducal forefathers. To be remembered not as William ‘the Bastard’ but as ‘the Conqueror’, this section is crucial for the events that cemented William as an icon of British history. It’s a fascinating window into not only the events of 1066 but also of the way that the Normans viewed themselves and their invasion of the British isles. Harold swearing fealty on the relics is a crucial portion of the story of the Norman Invasion.   
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