Ed Ellis Bayeux Tapestry Essay
How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England?
The Norman conquest of England in 1066 AD was one of the single most important events in English history. It was truly a watershed moment that acted as a turning point in the story of the British Isles. One of the key historical documents that records this monumental event is the Bayeux tapestry. This principal document was commissioned in the later portion of the 11th century AD by Odo the Bishop of Bayeux[footnoteRef:1]. This fact is important to note because not only was Odo the Bishop of Bayeux but he was also the half brother of William the conqueror[footnoteRef:2] and, at least according to the Bayeux tapestry, was both instrumental in the preparations for the conquest and was also one of the key warriors on the ground during the battle of Hastings. Due to the sheer importance of the battle of hastings and the Norman invasion, the Bayeux Tapestry is far from the only contemporary source that document the invasion. While it does not stand alone in the field of sources that document the Norman invasion the Bayeux Tapestry is by far the most famous due to its vibrant and stylist depiction of one of the most defining moments in British history.  [1:  Bayeux Museum staff, ‘From Odo’s s Cathedral to the Louvre’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/over-the-centuries/from-the-cathedral-to-the-louvre/ [accessed 10.2.23]]  [2:  Bayeux Museum Staff ‘The Characters in the Bayeux Tapestry’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/the-characters/ [accessed 11.2.23]] 

When looking at the events leading up to and at Hasting in 1066 AD the first task that must be undertaken is finding out what the actual sources tell us happened. Doing this with the Bayeux Tapestry is easier than doing this with most sources due to its nature as what is essentially a giant medieval comic strip that Odo had made to show off his achievements and importance. To start with the Bayeux Tapestry sets the scene not in France but in England with King Edward (c.1003-1066, reigned 1042-1066) who was commonly to as ‘The Confessor’ [footnoteRef:3]. The tapestry then goes on to explain [image: A picture containing text, old, antique, fabric

Description automatically generated]how Harold Godwinson travelled from France to the Duchy of Normandy to give military aid to William and to swear an oath to him.[footnoteRef:4] Common knowledge and myths indicates that the oath Harold was swearing to William was one that would give William the throne of England. A clear emphasis of the severity of this oath Harold swore is supported by the pictorial evidence presented by the actual tapestry itself and is shown in Scene 23.[footnoteRef:5] Scene 23 of the Bayeux tapestry depicts Harold swearing the oath over not one but two religious relics. This shows the severity and seriousness of Harolds supposed oath because swearing an oath over one holy relic or bible made the oath binding. This would imply that that swearing an oath over two holy relics would have made the oath that Harold allegedly swore to William would have been considered twice as binding. However, there is a high level of doubt over whether or not Harold’s voyage to Normandy and the swearing of the oaths at Bayeux cathedral as described in the tapestry. The main body of this doubt comes from the fact that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the defining text that chronicles the events of Anglo Saxon England makes no mention of Harold Godwinson’s voyage to Bayeux in Normandy. This is supported by the fact that the only mentions of Bayeux in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle are the ones made in reference to Odo the bishop of Bayeux who came over with William during the conquest of 1066 AD. [footnoteRef:6] To add to the doubt around the events portrayed in scene 23 of the Bayeux tapestry, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles also mentions the return of Edward Etheling (commonly referred to as the exile) to England from Hungary. [footnoteRef:7]This is important because Edward Etheling was the nephew of Edward the confessor and would have been a logical choice to be the heir of Edward the Confessor. Given this knowledge it seems illogical that the Anglo-Saxon would fail to mention Harold Godwinson being sent to Bayeux to promise Duke William the crown of England. On the whole the events of Scene 23 of the Bayeux Tapestry appears to be propaganda designed to create a sense of legitimacy for William’s reign and the subsequent reigns of the House of Normandy. A criticism of this idea comes from the fact that the Bayeux Tapestry was commissioned by Bishop Odo to hang in his cathedral in Bayeux. [footnoteRef:8]  [3:  David Bates, ‘Edward the Confessor St.’, in The History Today Companion to British History ed. Juliet Gardener and Neil Wenbon (London, 1995) p.275]  [4:  Bayeux Museum staff ‘Discover the Bayeux Tapestry’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/the-characters/ [accessed 11.2.23]]  [5:  Bayeux museum staff ‘Discover the Bayeux tapestry’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/ [accessed 12.2.23]  [6:  ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’ ed and translated by J. A Giles (London, 1914) ]  [7:  Ibid (p.132-3)]  [8:  Bayeux Museum staff, ‘From Odo’s s Cathedral to the Louvre’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/over-the-centuries/from-the-cathedral-to-the-louvre/ [accessed 12.2.23]] 
Figure 1: Harold swearing Oaths to William, Bayeux tapestry scene 23
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Description automatically generated]Knowing that the Bayeux Tapestry was made to hang in Odo’s cathedral at Bayeux  means that it doesn’t appear to be propaganda for the newly established Norman dynasty and that fact would be correct. However, the tapestry itself is evident that the Bayeux Tapestry is still a form of propaganda but simply a different type of propaganda. Instead of propaganda that was produced for the state to portray an idea that the state wants to put across to the public, the Bayeux Tapestry is a more personal approach to propaganda and was made to highlight Odo’s significance and, looking at the events of scene 23, his role as a sort of kingmaker. This can be seen in the fact that the place where Harold allegedly swore the oaths that legitimise William as king of England were sworn at Bayeux which was Odo’s bishopric. It is important to note that scene 22 mentions that “William came to Bayeux.”[footnoteRef:9] The wording of this caption seems to suggest that William was not or had been at Bayeux, this would fit with Odo’s propagandic aims with commissioning the Tapestry as it would show that he had a significant amount of power and influence in the Norman court if he could allegedly get William to travel from Rouen to Bayeux. The idea that the Bayeux Tapestry was a piece of personal propaganda commissioned by Bishop Odo is also evident in the battle scenes of the tapestry in which the only Normans that are named and are described as proactively making actions are Duke William and Bishop Odo. One example of this is in scene 54 of the Bayeux tapestry in which Odo is described as “Holding a wand encourages the young men”[footnoteRef:10]. This portrays Bishop Odo not as a keen warrior as most of his contemporary Normans would chose to be depicted or even as his own half brother Duke William is depicted in the Bayeux tapestry but as a good and pious Christian. This comes across in the fact that while bishop Odo is depicted at the battle of Hastings, he is depicted as only playing a supporting and motivational role in the battle. As mentioned above this was shown in Scene 54 of the Bayeux tapestry in which Odo is shown acting as a sort of cheerleader to the young Norman knights. Evidence of this can be seen in the clothing Odo is depicted as wearing as it is notably different from the style that is used to depict the Mallie Hauberks that the Knights wear. In contrast to the Mallie Hauberks in the Bayeux Tapestry which are depicted using rings embroidered thread to show the Ring portion of ring maille Bishop Odo is depicted as primarily wearing a garment made of triangles that does not appear to be amour of any kind. This makes the depiction Bishop Odo unique in the scenes of the Bayeux Tapestry that depict the battle of hastings as he is the only high Norman not wearing a Maille Hauberk during the battle scenes. This links back to the idea that the Bayeux Tapestry was a personal propaganda piece commissioned by Bishop Odo to show how powerful and influential he was in the Norman invasion of England.  [9:  Bayeux museum staff ‘Discover the Bayeux tapestry’ https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/ [accessed 12.2.23]]  [10:  Ibid [accessed 12.2.23]] 
Figure 2: Bishop Odo encouraging the Norman knights while wearing the triangle garment, scene 54

Another contemporary source for the Norman invasion of England and the battle of hastings is William of Malmesbury who wrote an account of the Battle of Hastings sometime during the twelfth century AD. In contrast to the Bayeux Tapestry William of Malmesbury makes no mention of Odo. This adds to the idea that the Bayeux Tapestry was a personal propaganda piece that was commissioned by Bishop Odo to signify his importance to the Norman invasion and overall Norman dynasty. This is evidenced by the fact that William of Malmesbury does not make any mention of Odo or any prominent Norman besides Duke William.[footnoteRef:11] This could be evidence of the fact that the Bayeux Tapestry was a personalised propaganda piece designed by Bishop Odo to show off his importance to the Norman dynasty and his influence in the both the English court and back in Normandy. The Anglo-Saxon chronicles also supports the idea that the Odo was a highly important man in England as in states that he had an earldom in England and was seen as the “first man” in the country. [footnoteRef:12] This would suggest that Bishop Odo would essentially run the country while William the conqueror was in Normandy. Another key factor in the usefulness of the Bayeux Tapestry as a source on the Norman invasion is the fact that none of this is mention in the tapestry. However, there is the argument that none of it needed to be mentioned or could be mentioned in the Bayeux tapestry as it was made before the events of mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Bayeux Tapestry only covers the events leading up to the end of the Battle of hastings and the routing of the English. While this argument words for the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, it fails to address the work of William of Malmesbury. His exclusion from Malmesbury’s chronicle could have been seen by Bishop Odo as the Bayeux Tapestry seems to have been commissioned as a piece of personal propaganda to boost his own ego. This makes the Bayeux Tapestry a highly useful source to the Study of the Norman invasion and the surrounding events because it gives us a key look into the mind of one of the key Norman figures of the era.  [11:  William of Malmesbury, ‘The battle of hastings’ https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1066malmesbury.asp [accessed 13.2.23]]  [12:  ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’ ed and translated by J. A Giles (London, 1914) (pp.160)] 

Another reason why the Bayeux Tapestry is the fact that it gives us a unique look into the weapons and amour of the time. This is because the final ten scenes of the Bayeux tapestry show the Battle of Hastings in great detail and remains to this day one of, if not the most detailed and well surviving documents that deeply details the weapons and armour of the Norman invasion. The importance of the depictions of the arms and amour in the Bayeux Tapestry can not be overstated because for the majority of the weapons, shields and armour depicted in the tapestry, the Bayeux Tapestry is the only pictorial example of them from the time. This is especially prevalent with the pole arms such as spears, lances and war axes as William of Malmesbury makes mention of war axes in particular use of the English troops[footnoteRef:13]. When this description is combined with the pictorial evidence that features in the Bayeux tapestry a clear picture of the lengths and sizes of the various weapons and armour involved. This is important because there are very few if any surviving complete war axes or spears from the era of the Norman invasion of England and the Bayeux tapestry is often the only way to gauge the true size of the objects. This makes the Bayeux Tapestry a useful source in the study of the Norman invasion of England because it shows the true size and scale of objects such as spears and shield. The Bayeux Tapestry also shows the correct length of Mallie Hauberks. While most people think about the usefulness of sources the context of academic studying, it is also incredibly useful in the world of re-enactment and other forms of experimental archaeology as it adds a layer of authenticity and brings members of the public closer to the history that is so often read in books.  [13:  William of Malmesbury, ‘The battle of hastings’ https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1066malmesbury.asp [accessed 13.2.23]] 

In conclusion the Bayeux Tapestry is a highly useful source in the study of the Norman invasion of England the surrounding events as it gives a highly detailed look into the minds of one of the key figures in the Norman invasion of England. Not only does the Bayeux Tapestry shows the events of the invasion itself, but it also shows the details of the events before the invasion including the swearing of the oaths by Harold Godwinson to Duke William that gave the Norman invasion and subsequent dynasty an air of legitimisation. The Bayeux tapestry is also highly useful in the study of the arms and armour of the period concerning the Norman invasion as it is one of the only contemporary source that depicts the weapons and armour as they would have been. This fact is also important in re-enactment and experimental archaeology as it brings members of the public closer to history and makes the combat done in re-enactments more authentic. 
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