Scene from the Bayeux Tapestry; Harold swears an oath to William:
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This image is a scene from the Bayeux Tapestry which was created in the last third of the 11th Century following the events of the Battle of Hastings.[footnoteRef:1] The embroidery was made to commemorate the Norman conquest of England after 1066 and to show not only the events of the conquest but the events leading up to it and the reasoning behind them.[footnoteRef:2] Although it is not known who commissioned this embroidery it is suggested by historians and scholars to be Bishop Odo of Bayeux who was the half-brother of William I.[footnoteRef:3] The Bayeux Tapestry is a key part of Norman and English history and is regarded as a great artefact of English medieval history.[footnoteRef:4] This is scene 23 of the tapestry and this scene shows Harold Godwinson who was an English earl swearing an oath to William, Duke of Normandy although the embroidery does not state the contents of this oath, other sources from the time do. The oath took place in Normandy in 1046, and the embroidery visually presents this vow as public and binding.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Pastan, Elizabeth Carson, and others. “Introduction.” The Bayeux Tapestry and Its Contexts: A Reassessment, NED-New edition, Boydell & Brewer, 2014, pp. 1–8. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt6wp9gx.7. Accessed 9 Oct. 2026. Page 2. ]  [2:  White, Stephen D., and others. “Is the Bayeux Embroidery a Record of Events?” The Bayeux Tapestry and Its Contexts: A Reassessment, NED-New edition, Boydell & Brewer, 2014, pp. 33–58. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt6wp9gx.9. Accessed 12 Oct. 2026. ]  [3:  Banks, David. 2024. ‘The Text of the Bayeux Tapestry’, Array (New York), 6.2, pp. 446–62, doi:10.1075/langct.00079.ban ]  [4:   Webber, Nick. 2005. The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press) P.1]  [5:  White, Stephen D., and others. “Is the Bayeux Embroidery a Record of Events?” The Bayeux Tapestry and Its Contexts: A Reassessment, NED-New edition. ] 

The oath was in relation to who would be Edward the Confessor, King of England’s successor as he did not have any direct descendants to take the throne.[footnoteRef:6] Some sources state that he promised the throne to Harold Godwinson whereas others state that he promised the throne to William, Duke of Normandy.[footnoteRef:7] When Harold Godwinson was sent to Normandy by Edward, after a difficult journey and some unfortunate events, he arrived at William’s court and was treated very well by William, but he was also made to swear an oath.[footnoteRef:8] This agreement stated that Harold would allow William to take the throne of England after Edward’s death and that Harold would support this. In some sources, Harold also swore to marry William’s daughter and to ‘preserve England’ for William.[footnoteRef:9]  It also stated that William could take possession of the castle of Dover when he arrived in England.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Eadmer, Eadmer’s History of Recent Events in England = Historia Novorum in Anglia, trans. by Geoffrey Bosanquet (London: Cresset Press, 1964) Page 6. ]  [7:  William, and Joseph Stevenson. 2000. A History of the Norman Kings (1066-1125): With the Historia Novella, or History of His Own Times (1126-1142) (Felinfach, Lampeter: Llanerch) Page 60.]  [8:  Gulielmus, Marjorie Chibnall, and R. H. C. Davis. 1998. The Gesta Guillelmi of William of Poitiers (Oxford: Clarendon Press) Page 70.]  [9:  Henry of Huntingdon, and Diana Greenway. 2002. The History of the English People, 1000-1154 (Oxford: Oxford University Press) Page 24.]  [10:  Gulielmus, Marjorie Chibnall, and R. H. C. Davis. 1998. The Gesta Guillelmi of William of Poitiers.] 

In this section of the tapestry, Harold Godwinson is depicted swearing the oath on not one but two holy relics. Harold swearing the oath on two relics is also supported by other sources from the time such as Henry of Huntingdon.[footnoteRef:11] Swearing on multiple holy relics makes this vow more solemn and sacred. William of Poitiers discusses this oath and states that Harold took the ‘oath of faithfulness […] according to the sacred rite of the Christians’.[footnoteRef:12] This is significant as it meant it was religiously important. At the time this was made, swearing a religious oath was very important and well regarded.  This emphasises the importance of the vow which in turn portrays Harold’s breaking of the vow and taking the English crown as perjury. Furthermore, makes Harold taking the throne seem like an even worse deed as not only would it be going against William and Edward’s wishes but also against God due to the religious nature of this oath. [11:  Huntingdon, and Greenway. 2002. The History of. ]  [12:  Chibnall, and Davis. 1998. The Gesta Guillelmi ] 

This portion of the tapestry depicts William, Duke of Normandy as powerful, he appears larger than the other figures which emphasises his importance. William is portrayed as being sat in a large chair possibly a throne, therefore emphasising his ducal role. He is also depicted holding his sword, which is key as he was renowned for his fighting skills. William also appears to be pointing at Harold, possibly commanding him to take this vow. This implies that William held more power than Harold. William also seems to be wearing gold clothing, which further emphasises his wealth and power. Overall, within this scene William is depicted as being in a position of authority.
 The scene illustrates Harold Godwinson as swearing the oath and obeying William. He is depicted standing between two holy scared reliquaries which are containers for holy relics, he has one hand on each of them and appears to be bowing his head in respect. This further suggests that William held more power and authority as Harold seems to be respecting William’s control within this scene. He also appears to be smaller than William in the image this may have also been used to show the power imbalance between these two individuals. By portraying Harold as being accepting of William’s power and authority, the embroider shows how severely Harold supposed snatching of power was viewed by the Normans.
Alongside these two key figures, attendants and witnesses are depicted. Portraying witnesses is key as this further legitimises this oath. The attendants are also key as two of them seem to be pointing towards the Latin inscription at the top of the scene, this further shows that the Normans were keen to attempt to prove that this oath happened.
The inscription on this scene is ‘UBI HAROLD SACRAMENTUM FECIT WILLELMO DUCI’ which translates to ‘where Harold made an oath to William’. This does not specify the terms of the oath; however, it does suggest the oath happened and supports other sources that describe this oath. By emphasising Harold swearing this oath to William it supplies justification for the Norman leaders’ actions against Harold after he broke this oath.
The items Harold holds while swearing the oath are shown to be portable shrines housing holy relics through the symbols they bear. These items are distinct and elevated in order to portray their importance. One has crosses on which are a key religious symbol, showing that this is a religious item. 
The colours in this scene may also be used to depict the grandness of William’s court as colours such as red and blue were seen to be grand at the time due to the processes used to create the dyes. The colours used in the embroidery are key to decorating this narrative.
Along the top border of the scene animals which appear to be griffins and crows are depicted. The crows may have been used as a reference to the Aesop’s fable ‘The fox and the crow’ in which a fox tricks a crow, this may have been used by the creator to show the relationship between William and Harold and what happened between them.[footnoteRef:13] The griffins are significant as they were a key mythical creatures in medieval symbolism so could have been used to symbolise a multitude of ideas. In the bottom border of this scene, the animals appear to be geese. Although some of the animals shown in the borders throughout the tapestry may have significance, it is possible that some of the birds may just be generic birds however, this may not mean that they were purely decorative.[footnoteRef:14] Overall, the birds in this scene may suggest the intended presentation of William, Duke of Normandy and Harold Godwinson.  [13:  Owen-Crocker, Gale R. 2005. ‘Squawk Talk: Commentary by Birds in the Bayeux Tapestry?’, Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge, UK), 34, pp. 237–54, doi:10.1017/S0263675105000116]  [14:  Owen-Crocker. ‘Squawk Talk: Commentary’.] 

The Bayeux tapestry is in some cases regarded as a piece of Norman propaganda in an attempt to legitimise their invasion and conquering of England.[footnoteRef:15] This is due to the way that it displays the events leading up to the Norman invasion of England. The embroidery recounts the Norman side of events, which is supported by other Norman accounts of these events such as William of Poitier’s Gesta Guillelmi.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Banks. ‘The Text of’.]  [16:  Chibnall, and Davis. The Gesta Guillelmi of.] 

Overall, this scene from the Bayeux tapestry which portrays Harold Godwinson swearing an oath to William Duke of Normandy is important to Norman history as it emphasises the reasoning behind the Norman invasion of England. The depictions in this scene show William’s power and strength as well as emphasising the depth of Harold’s betrayal.
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