How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England?

The Bayeux Tapestry is an embroidery believed to have been worked sometime during the decade following the Battle of Hastings in 1066, which recounts the events of, and leading up to, the Norman Conquest. Is it an extensive and detailed account which portrays the events of 1064 to 1066 from a Norman perspective despite being worked in England. It is arguably the most famous example of Opus Anglicanum. 

To establish whether a source is useful it is probably helpful to consider some of the elements that make it reliable. An account that is created close to the event it is depicting, possibly by an eye witness or witnesses or someone close to the protagonist or to the subject matter which is verifiable either at the time or later might be considered a useful source. From the perspective of an historian an account that contains full and detailed descriptions and information is a useful source. Also useful to the historian is a source which can give an insight into contemporary views and opinions and can help with an understanding of how an event or a sequence of events were understood and explained. 

The Bayeux Tapestry forms part of small group of contemporary sources from around the time of the Norman invasion of Anglo-Saxon England which chronicle the historical events. It is unique as the only contemporary visual source, the other sources being written Latin texts.[footnoteRef:1] The Bayeux Tapestry sits alongside the Carmen de Hastingae Proelio (Carmen Widonis), the earliest account of the Battle of Hastings in 1066 by Guy Bishop of Amiens c. 1067, together with the Gesta Normannorum ducum by William of Jumièges c. 1070-1071 and William of Poitiers’ Gesta Guilelmi Normanniae ducum et regis Angliae c. 1073-1074, all of which present the Norman viewpoint.[footnoteRef:2] Elisabeth van Houts discusses the paucity of contemporary Anglo-Saxon sources.[footnoteRef:3] According to Marjorie Chibnall, who describes the Bayeux Tapestry as “a remarkable pictorial record”, there is only one contemporary written Anglo-Saxon source the Vita Ædwardi Regis qui apud Westmonasterium Requiescit (1065-1067).[footnoteRef:4] [1:  L. Shopkow, History & Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (1997) pp. 41-45.]  [2:  R. Davis, The Normans and Their Myth (1976) p. 49.]  [3:  E. van Houts Memory & Gender in Medieval Europe: 900-1200 (1999) pp.128-129.]  [4:  M. Chibnall, The Debate on the Norman Conquest (1999) p. 4, p. 12.] 


The Bayeux Tapestry is the only extant source specifically dedicated to the events leading up to the coronation of William the Conqueror, beginning with Harold Godwinson’s embassy to Duke William of Normandy on behalf of Edward the Confessor in 1064. Guy d’Amiens’ Carmen de Hastingae Proelio relates only the events of the Battle of Hastings itself and its immediate aftermath. Both William of Poitiers and William of Jumièges record the events as part of a broader sweep of Norman history. 

A significant strength of the Bayeux Tapestry as a source is that it was manufactured very close to the events depicted, both chronologically and geographically. Given the recent nature of the events portrayed a number of the named people to feature in the Bayeux Tapestry narrative were still alive. Frank Stenton in his book Anglo-Saxon England makes the point that the embroidery was produced in the lifetime of some of those involved in the story it portrays. [footnoteRef:5] It can therefore probably be reasonably assumed that this suggests a relatively high level of veracity, though of course it must be remembered that this is a Norman apologia piece justifying the invasion and subsequent battle.  [5:  F. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (1971) p. 578.] 


Another clear advantage of the Bayeux Tapestry is that the embroidery itself is in its original form. It is virtually intact. A very small number of parts have been lost from the Bayeux Tapestry. The very end of the narrative is missing, but we know from studies of its construction that it has not been the subject of any substantial reworking or reconstructions. Equally there have been no later insertions of panels. Recent studies of the reverse of the tapestry confirm its integrity.[footnoteRef:6] In this respect it is possible to argue that it compares favourably with the Gesta Guilelmi Normanniae ducum et regis Anglia of William of Poitiers which only survives as a transcription dating from the seventeenth century. There are no surviving manuscripts of the text and all subsequent versions and translations are based on the transcription made my André Duchesne in 1619.[footnoteRef:7]  Although William of Poitiers was a well-placed observer, as he was chaplain to William the Conqueror and according to Orderic Vitalis was soldier before becoming a cleric, the fact that his Gesta Guilelmi Normanniae ducum et regis Anglia survives only as a transcription is regrettable.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  A. Lester-Makin, Bayeux Tapestry Production Techniques and Medieval Workshops, The Bayeux Tapestry and the Norman Conquest: A Commemoration of 1066 (2016).]  [7:  L. Shopkow, History & Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (1997) pp. 41-45.]  [8:  Ibid.] 


The Bayeux Tapestry is also unique in that in being an embroidery it could not be reworked, updated, edited, reproduced, and retranscribed in the way that manuscripts and chronicles were. These reworkings often happened over centuries sometimes leading to a complete reversal of viewpoint. This is the case with the Vita Ædwardi Regis qui apud Westmonasterium Requiescit which was subject to several transformations which “…had gradually transformed it by the thirteenth century from a defence of the Godwine family to an emphatic statement of the Norman case, in which Harold was a perjured oath-breaker.” as described by Marjorie Chibnall in her book The Debate on the Norman Conquest.[footnoteRef:9] Conversely the Bayeux Tapestry conveys exactly the same account with the same implications and message as it did in the eleventh century. This make it useful as a source due to the fact that it remains immediate and contemporary and has not been embellished or corrupted by subsequent external and interested treatment. Another comparison can be made with the Gesta Normannorum ducum by William of Jumièges of which there are forty five extant manuscripts, continued by at least three historians.[footnoteRef:10] Begun in the 1050s it was itself already a continuation and reworking of the Historia Normannorum by Dudo of Saint Quentin in the previous century. Any changes to the Bayeux Tapestry would be immediately visible, as well as visible to modern historians using it as a source, whereas alterations caused by transcriptions of written sources need to be verified by comparison by other versions from the same source.  [9:  M. Chibnall, The Debate on the Norman Conquest (1999) p. 12.]  [10:  L. Shopkow, History & Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (1997) pp. 39-41.] 


Another important insight that the Bayeux Tapestry can give is into the Norman justification for the invasion of England and the need to depict it. It is useful to understand the events from the Norman perspective. The events that the embroidery depict pivot around the importance of the oath scene and the legitimisation of a military campaign caused by Harold’s treachery. The narrative of the Bayeux Tapestry is full of details important to maintaining that argument and dedicate a lot of space to the events of Harold’s embassy to Normandy. This sets the scene and justifies the subsequent events. The chronological and pictorial portrayal is very immediate and powerful. The six panels dedicated to the depiction of the preparation for the invasion of England are full of details illustrating the equivalent attention to detail given to the real preparation that took place. Not only does this show the Norman pride in military organisation and prowess but also, due to the episodic nature of the tapestry’s narrative, it focuses the audience on the sequence of events in a very visual presentation of cause and effect. Edward the Confessor dies, Harold is crowned, the ship sails to Normandy bringing news of Harold’s coronation, William orders invasion preparations to begin, which are depicted in the following six panels. As an historical source this pictorial treatment is useful as it underlines in a very immediate way that William was not expecting to be betrayed by Harold and it reinforces the Norman argument. 

There are however ways in which the Bayeux Tapestry may be considered less useful as a source. It is a one sided account from the Norman perspective and forms part of the larger body of works which helped to create the Norman myth.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  R. Davis, The Normans and Their Myth (1976)
    L. Shopkow, History & Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (1997) ] 


Whilst the Bayeux Tapestry is immediate and evocative and full of interesting pictorial details, such as food, armour, clothing, cooking, carpentry techniques, boat building, which offer a fascinating insight into the Norman and Anglo-Saxon worlds of the mid eleventh century. There are issues with the tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England in 1066. There are few factual details in that there are no dates or no clear explanations of why some things have happened in the narrative. We learn that Harold went to Normandy but the tapestry does not tell why or when he mace this journey. The purpose of this is not clear whereas in a chronicle it is far more likely that an event will be explained. Historians have to hypothesise about certain parts of the Bayeux Tapestry. Some events depicted whilst, clearly being important enough to be included, have lost their meaning and resonance for a modern observer. They are inexplicable and unexplained. An example of this is the small scene depicting Aelfgyva and the cleric which has been given various explanations by different historians. The modern observer can no longer easily access the meanings of details such as the positions of hands and gestures in pictorial representations, for example in stained glass windows and statues. Written sources remain more accessible as they do not require the same level of cultural reference. 

In conclusion it can be considered that the Bayeux Tapestry is a useful source in so far as it complements the written Norman sources and also offers additional details. It is unique and unchanged as well as being contemporary. It does however have limitations which arguably render it less useful to the historian through its lack of explanation of detail and its reliance on cultural and religious resonances. 
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