The Bayeaux Tapestry as a Historical Resource
Introduction
The Bayeux Tapestry is a useful source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England. It is, however, the most useful whenever used in tandem with other sources, which is generally best practice. The Bayeux Tapestry is a source that both tells the histories that have been written and shows things that no longer exist. The Tapestry grants the modern viewer a focused lens into the past, of England, France, and Normandy, and the major events that unfolded around William’s conquest of England. 
This stitched series of events gives the viewer a glimpse at what the people, place, and battles depicted looked like. For some of the items depicted this is the closest understanding one may get of how they looked at the time. Some major individuals have other art pieces, more detailed, posed, and proper, but the vast majority of figures do not, most aren’t even granted a name in the piece. This snapshot of time allows even the most uneducated viewer to gain some level of understanding of how the events of and surrounding the invasion of 1066 looked, and what had happened.
Rundown of the Bayeux Tapestry
The Bayeux Tapestry’s name is a misnomer, as the so-called tapestry is actually a piece of embroidery. The “Tapestry” is nine panels of wool thread stitched on linen and is sixty-eight meters long by seventy centimeters tall (Bayeux Museum, 2023). It is widely assumed to have been commissioned by William the Conqueror’s brother Odo (Lewis, Owen-Crocker and Terkla, 2011). This half-brother of William’s, also known as Bishop Odo of Bayeux, further becoming the Earl of Kent after the Norman invasion of England. As Nicholas J. Higham (2013) states, this is a popular assumption because of Odo’s inclusion in events he is not otherwise recorded as having been involved in as well as him being one of only 15 named figures. This is also supported, as pointed out by Gail Ivy Berlin (2003), by the observation that some of the remaining few named figures were known vassals/retainers of Odo’s. Odo’s prominence is one of the few inconsistencies seen between the Bayeux Tapestry and Norman written sources on the invasion (Owen-Crocker, 2002). Another inconsistency being subtle change in location, for example Harold’s oath to William being set at Bayeux itself, the place where Odo was bishop, rather than the commonly recounted Bonneville (Higham, 2013). Berlin (2003) further supporting the hypothesized Norman ownership saying, “Whoever chose the events to be depicted is likely to have been Norman as well, since the events chosen for inclusion in the Tapestry strongly resemble those included in the Norman chronicle tradition, particularly the works of William of Jumieges and William of Poitiers.”
There is no confirmation on the actual people who made the embroidery itself, but a lot can be gathered from the piece’s construction to give even a slight insight into this. The craftspeople who physically created the Bayeux Tapestry were more than likely Anglo-Saxon (Berlin, 2003). While this may surprise many, the invaded fulfilling a Norman commission was very common throughout the entirety of Norman history. This is evident as early as their arrival in and settlement of Normandy itself, with writings such as Dudo of St Quentin’s ‘Gesta Normannorum’ (Halsall, 2019), a Norman history surrounding Rollo commissioned to be written by a local historian. 
The Tapestry is composed of fifty-eight numbered scenes (La Fabrique de patrimoines en Normandie, 2017). The tapestry is captioned in Latin but has more modernly been translated into both French and English for ease of understanding for website viewers and museum goers (Bayeux Museum, 2021). The captions, which were translated into English by David Wilson (1985), help provide further detail that a viewer may not be able to grasp through just the imagery alone. These details include locations such as Bosham, sparsely named individuals such as Turold, and events such as the death of Edward the Confessor. As will soon be expanded upon, the events of the tapestry are remarkably similar to some Norman written histories of the included events.
The written history of 1066 vs the Tapestry
The Bayeux Tapestry does not solely focus on the events of 1066, though those are what is most frequently associated with the piece. When it comes to this, much of the story told by the Tapestry is corroborated by written sources. One example of this is the writings of William of Malmesbury on the Battle of Hastings (Halsall, 1998b). His writing is very detailed describing everything from the clothing of the Anglo-Saxons to social tradition of the time, and as to be expected, the battle itself. This writing is quite complimentary to William the Conqueror but does also provide Harold compliment proceeding his death. This is unlike the depictions of any Anglo-Saxon in the William writes with implication that Harold was only able to be slain from afar by ranged weapon, that he had been able to hold off any melee advances on his person. 
After such complimentary writing on the Anglo-Saxon’s death William then turns to discussing the English people. They are not described in such a positive light that their king was. In short, he starts by describing them as having a proclivity towards overindulging on both drink and food (Halsall, 1998b). William followed this up swiftly by saying “I would not, however, had these bad propensities ascribed to the English universally” (Halsall, 1998b). These views of Anglo-Saxon habits are one of the items that one cannot glean from the embroidery of the Bayeux Tapestry.
Another written history surrounding the events of 1066 is that of Theodoricus Monachus (1998), known as Theodoric the monk in English. He writes of Norwegian king Haraldr Sigurðarson (otherwise known as Harald III of Norway or Harald Hardrada) who had been promised the English throne. Monachus (1998) made a point to note a previous visit of Harold Godwinson to Normandy, as well as the comet which is also depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry. The visit of Harold to Normandy is discussed in the annotations made by translators David and Ian McDougall, suggesting it to be one of two possibilities. The first being incorrect information as this source was not an immediate account, but rather one many years later, and therefore basing the visit on the way the rule of Normandy functioned thereafter. The latter being a discussion of a voyage to Normandy in 1064, where Harold purportedly had sworn allegiance to William the Conqueror after being released from capture. This swearing of allegiance is one of the many depicted events in the Bayeux, as elaborated on in the previous discussion surrounding Odo, finding its home in scene 23 (La Fabrique de patrimoines en Normandie, 2017).
As seen antecedently both Norman and textual sources of outsiders relate back to events depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry. This triad of sources can be used to solidify truths from each source, as the more times they are depicted the more likely they are to have happened in such a way. Using an outside source, typically Norwegian, English, or Anglo-Saxon in this particular case, in tandem a written Norman source as well as the Norman Bayeux Tapestry, helps to give a well-rounded picture and helps to find and neutralize biases. Even on occasion comparing two different Norman sources may give a different version of history as Norman histories are often focused on an individual’s accomplishments, and therefore that individual may be represented in a different way between sources. Norman histories are also most commonly in a panegyric form, which are overly praiseworthy in nature. These features of Norman histories are evident in those previously mentioned works for example the aforementioned dissonance over the location of the oath of Harold. 
Modern Scholarship
Many modern scholars back up the claim that the Bayeux Tapestry is a useful resource. A lot of modern scholarships even value it to the extent that they use the Tapestry beyond its primary use as a source of the Norman conquest of England. It is also used as a source for topics such as medieval textiles and embroidery (Owen-Crocker, 2002), dress (Owen-Crocker, 2017), and architecture (Rodwell, 2010). Gale Owen-Crocker, an Anglo-Saxon historian, for example, contributed a number of writings and talks on the topic (Lewis, Owen-Crocker and Terkla, 2011; Owen-Crocker, 2002; Owen-Crocker, 2017). The value Owen-Crocker placed on the Bayeaux Tapestry as a historical resource is clear, even when taking in other’s writings into account. A collection of essays in honour of Owen-Crocker and her retirement (Hyer and Frederick, 2016) featured two of these writings. The writings took two research points of hers and reassessed them under a different lens, these topics being the clothing of the piece, and the possible appearance of magpies in the margins. 
There are other academics than those connected directly to Owen-Crocker, that have praised the usefulness of the Bayeux tapestry as well. For example, Charles Reginald Dodwell (1993) said “if the tapestry were to offer no more, it would provide u with one of the most extended visual observations of contemporary society to be handed down by the middle ages.” This all being considered there are still, as touched upon before, those who argue against the truthfulness and accuracy of the Bayeux as a source. One such author Michael Lewis (2005) arguing that “its artefacts were influenced more by artistic convention than by the contemporary scene” further saying “if it is the contemporary elements that are the most interesting elements of the architecture in the Tapestry, they must still, evidently, be approached with circumspection.” Those sentiments are not just limited to Lewis, but can be found in writings by a few other historians who also have written about the tapestry (Lewis, Owen-Crocker and Terkla, 2011). That is an important thing to note, seeing as the sentiments are normally a caveat, or commentary despite their use as a historical source. These academics make these comments typically to say that the piece should only be used in reference to or in tandem with other resources, rather than as a sole source. 
Westminster Abbey
Edward the confessor is one of the few named individuals on the Bayeux Tapestry. Edward himself isn’t the only thing directly connected to his reign that is shown. Thanks to scene 26 of the Tapestry one can get to see the Anglo-Saxon’s death, but with his death comes the depiction of his rebuilt Westminster Abbey (La Fabrique de patrimoines en Normandie, 2017). This depiction is one of the things connected to the Norman’s conquest that makes this a particularly helpful resource. This is hugely important as the abbey was a Romanesque, or concurrently Norman, replacement of the Saxon one that had been there before (Rodwell, 2010). 
The Westminster abbey that currently exists in the twenty-first century also is not the one depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry. In 1245 Henry III majorly demolished the abbey depicted in scene 26 (La Fabrique de patrimoines en Normandie, 2017) and replaced it with what is in that space today (Dean and Chapter of Westminster, 2023). A Norman style church built by an Anglo-Saxon king, particularly in a way visually connected to Jumièges Abbey (Rodwell, 2010), is something unexpected. This is a type of insight that cannot be easily gained from written sources, especially translations of them. The embroidery of the building, while not highly detailed, is one of the best insights available to modern eyes as to what the building would have looked like. This is especially the case as there are very few physical remains of the Eleventh century Abbey, these mainly being the remaining cloisters and Pyx Chamber (Dean and Chapter of Westminster, 2023). 
Eleventh Century Clothing in the Bayeux
Clothing is one of the things depicted in the Tapestry that has a good stock of literature. When proposed with the concept of historical resources, clothing is often overlooked, unless the topic of historical fashion is the focus. This is even more so the case when considering the specifics of such a resource on the topic of invasion. However, this is a very important place to look, especially when an invasion is of Norman origin. The Normans were masterful assimilators, as is often evident in their art and writings, and as noted before, their invasion of England is no exception.
Firstly, focusing on those who are armored in this massive embroidery. As is central to the story the Tapestry is telling, the Battle of Hastings is the portion featuring the most armored men. The armour is primarily mail, the depiction of which evolves throughout the Brittany campaign, eventually settling on one style by the Battle of Hastings (Owen-Crocker, 2017). The manner in which the mail is worn and fastened on the body is something that has been debated, and is one of the elements that is used to argue the validity of the depictions. 
While the embroidery is typically known for its depiction of the battle of hastings, only about a quarter (26%) of the people appearing in the piece are armored participants in the battle, with an additional 34 armored men appear in other sections (Hyer and Frederick, 2016). The remaining 429 figures are in some semblance of civilian dress, these include tunics, trousers, pointed shoes, hats, cloaks, gowns, and clergy dress. Only 3 of the over 600 figures depicted are women, all in gowns that are reminiscent of the era’s artistic depictions of religiously important women (Hyer and Frederick, 2016). 
As it is one of the most commonly appearing garments, the focus will be on the belted tunics. Owen-Crocker (2017) speaks on the tunics depicted in the piece of embroidery saying “The knee-length tunic is standard male secular dress in Anglo-Saxon manuscript art of the early eleventh century…However, the tunic’s depiction in the Bayeux Tapestry differs from manuscripts in several details.” Owen-Crocker notes the differences, mainly being of a more close-fitting style, and suggests that it may be an advancement from the earlier Anglo-Saxon tunic stylings. Tunics were depicted in similar ways in old English and Carolingian art(Owen-Crocker, 2017), providing grounds for the legitimacy of the depiction of the tunics. 
Conclusion
Whilst there is the occasional argument against it, it is widely agreed that the Bayeux Tapestry is a useful source of the history of the invasion of England. Whether this be for the intricacies of concurrent social transaction, the adapting fashions of the invaders, or simply the retelling of the battle itself, it is generally viewed with high regard. A general consensus is still reached between those who find it one of the most useful resources and even those who question its validity. This consensus is that the Bayeux tapestry is most useful as a historical resource when used in combination with other retellings.
