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Introduction


BEING FACTUAL


‘What is a fact?’ This is a question I often ask any Sixth-form student if they tell me that they want to study history at university. A look of bemusement on the student’s face usually results, an expression that seems to appear with increasing frequency as the years pass. ‘We know what a fact is, sir,’ they reply. ‘It’s what you always demand we put more of in our essays. Are you finally losing it, sir? We have had our suspicions for some time!’


After some cautious discussion, I can usually persuade them to humour me and we then collectively attempt to take an empirical approach to the matter.


‘What about the Battle of Hastings?’


There are nods of agreement. Like most school pupils in England, they studied this particular battle when they began their history education at secondary school. Some studied the battle at primary school; a few studied it again in their Sixth-form studies. Nor is this a parochial concern: teaching about the Battle of Hastings is a national phenomenon. History teachers, just like King Harold II, will never escape the battle unless they leave the classroom and ascend to greater things, like Duke William of Normandy.


Below is a composite version of a classroom exchange on this issue in the form of a dialogue (with apologies to Plato).


ME: Where did the battle take place?


PUPILS: Hastings, of course, sir!


ME: Did it?


PUPILS: Well, alright. It took place at Battle – but that’s near Hastings.


ME: So, why do we call it the Battle of Hastings then? One could argue that by the standards of modern warfare, it would not be considered a battle at all – it lasted a day and we can’t be sure how many people were fighting on both sides. The Battle of the Somme in 1916 involved millions of soldiers, resulted in hundreds of thousands of casualties and lasted for four months. Would it not be better to refer to what happened in 1066 as ‘a skirmish in Sussex’? Skirmishes can have devastating political consequences, after all. Look at Prince Llewellyn ap Gruffudd, whose death in a skirmish at Builth in 1282 heralded the conquest of Wales by Edward I of England.


PUPILS: But the battle led to the conquest of England. You can’t dismiss it as just a skirmish. We should call it the Battle of Hastings as that’s what people have always called it. It’s traditional. People know what you are referring to.


ME: Who decided this tradition? When did it begin?


PUPILS: We don’t know! Ask us another one.


ME: OK, so when was the Battle of Hastings actually fought?


PUPILS: 1066!


ME: What date?


ONE VERY BRIGHT PUPIL: Fourteenth of October? It was the anniversary a few months ago! [This conversation usually occurs in January]


ME: Officially – but that was according to the old Julian calendar. When this was revised and Britain was brought into line with the Gregorian calendar in 1752, the anniversary of the battle officially became the twenty-fifth of October. OK, what about the year 1066 – what dating system does this use?


PUPILS: The Christian dating system.


ME: Doesn’t this reflect one cultural perspective? According to the Islamic dating system, the year the battle took place was AH 459. In the Jewish calendar, the year was 4827. In the Mayan Long Count, the date was 0.12.0.0.18 ….


I will allow the rest of the scene to unfold in your imagination. Confusion and irritation are the two principal emotions this conversation provokes amongst my pupils, but before being accused of semantic pedantry and postmodern flippancy, there is a serious point to be made as part of a wider attempt to make my pupils think more critically about the information that they think they know. We believe that the Battle of Hastings is an important event because of the way our understanding of the past has been organized. The famous ‘Whig’ interpretation of history, which emerged in the eighteenth century, remained a standard view amongst professional historians well into the twentieth century. ‘Whig’ is the term given to a loose affiliation of individuals with common political beliefs that developed in support, amongst other things, of constitutional monarchy, the Hanoverian succession and parliamentary sovereignty. This viewpoint saw the Norman Conquest as the end of a ‘Golden Age’ in which native English customs of freedom and equality were destroyed by the oppressive rule of foreigners. For writers such as Thomas Macaulay and his successors, English history after 1066 consisted of a series of struggles to regain these lost freedoms, through Magna Carta, the Reformation, the Civil War and the Glorious Revolution of 1689.


This is, of course, nonsense. Anglo-Saxon England was not a paragon of proto-parliamentary sovereignty and freedom. According to Domesday Book, slaves made up between a tenth and a quarter of the rural population. The English law codes from the earliest surviving examples of the seventh century to those of Edward the Confessor all made it clear that status was the most important principle in assessing justice, not a universal conception of human rights. A landowner’s word was worth more than the word of someone of humbler origin, and the value in blood money compensation correlated to one’s social status. There was no equality before the law. Nevertheless, these romantic notions of the past are extremely potent because tradition is one of the most powerful means of legitimizing political ideas.


It is easy to spot when authoritarian regimes manipulate history to justify their rule. In modern China, the ruling Communist Party manipulates the history of the Sino-Japanese War (1937–45), which the party claims to have won for China, and keeps alive the memory of very real Japanese atrocities to stoke up nationalist feelings that distract popular anger from the corruption and scandal that dogs party rule. In 2016, the Russian President Vladimir Putin was acting very deliberately when, in Moscow, he unveiled a giant statue of another Vladimir, the prince of the Kievan Rus’ who adopted Orthodox Christianity (ruled 980–1015) and who is seen as the father of modern Russia; this Vladimir is also regarded by Ukrainians as the founder of Ukraine. Hence, unveiling a statue of the prince was a strong message explaining and justifying Russia’s determination to prevent Ukraine moving away from Russian influence on the grounds of their shared historical development.


We are less able to see when our own society behaves in a similar way. Interpreting the past through the lens of contemporary concerns is a universal aspect of human behaviour when we form complex societies. Contemporary debates about how society should change, or not, are reflections of what we believe about the past, whether those beliefs are positive or negative. Discussions over the future of the NHS reflect views towards its founding principles of the 1940s and whether they are relevant today. One’s position on Britain’s relationship with the European Union depends on one’s view of Britain’s record as a nation-state: is this something to be proud of or are supra-national institutions the future for human government? The Battle of Hastings is not an axiom. How it has been understood has been shaped and altered by the generations that followed.


The Battle of Hastings, 1066, remains a key date in British collective memory and an important part of the shared understanding of British history. It has been drummed into school-children as an easily memorable phrase and a major turning point in the story of Britain ever since a national education system was created in the late nineteenth century. This was, in turn, a product of the creation of university history courses, which primarily focused on the history and evolution of the British constitution. It was the earlier Whig belief that the Battle of Hastings had introduced important changes by paving the way for the subsequent Norman Conquest that was refined and documented in a more systematic way by the likes of Bishop Stubbs. Stubbs’ Constitutional History of England (3 vols, 1874–78) was one of the foundational texts of the History School at the University of Oxford that has shaped subsequent debate, whether through acceptance or rejection. The battle has never failed to find an audience from the medieval period through to the 900th anniversary, which was marked by a series of celebrations across England and a new wave of television documentaries, heritage events, newspaper columns, and reprinted editions of numerous academic and more popular history books that have been written in the past few decades. However, the question remains: what do we actually know about the battle itself? Is our knowledge of it entirely derived from the concerns of the present?


We tend to think of history as events that have happened in the past, but the more one attempts to study these events, the more one realizes how elusive the key details are. Human history is never preserved intact, but is reflected through a series of individual experiences, which are recorded directly or indirectly through written and oral records. An historian has to sift through this mass of confusing, and often contradictory, information in an attempt to reconstruct what they believe to be the most feasible interpretation, taking into account the more obvious attempts by those who would prefer a certain interpretation favoured. The Battle of Hastings was one of those events where an official version became imperative. Our most detailed source, the Norman author William of Poitiers, can be considered to have been writing what would today be recognized as propaganda. There are many problems with the use of that word for the eleventh century, but whatever the size of the reading public then, it seems clear to me that authors such as William of Poitiers were writing with posterity firmly in their sights. William had studied the classics and was impressed that he could know of the deeds of Julius Caesar a millennium after they occurred; he was determined that a similar fate should befall his patron, Duke William of Normandy – and in many ways William of Poitiers succeeded.


The other key word in this book’s title is ‘mythical’, from ‘myth’. ‘Myth’ is often misused in historical writing as a simple synonym for ‘false’ or ‘untruth’; sometimes even a ‘lie’. While the aphorism that ‘the first casualty of war is truth’ is a useful corrective when dealing with official accounts of conflict, one has to be careful not to base one’s entire epistemology upon such a phrase. ‘Myth’ is a polymeme – a word with multiple meanings. Theorists have disagreed over the word’s precise meaning ever since the subject became grounds for intellectual investigation in the nineteenth century. At this point, the focus, led by pioneers such as J.G. Frazer, was on the physical world and myths were believed to function as a way of explaining this. Myth was thus the counterpart to modern science and had no place in modernity. In the twentieth century, anthropologists and other social scientists began to broaden the term beyond the limitations set by this narrow definition, and increasingly read it symbolically as a way to understand how society functioned or human psychology. My definition is to see a myth as the way that an event is remembered and adapted to place the differences and similarities of the past, and understand it through immediate human experience. This transforms a single episode into a narrative that becomes a credo or cherished conviction. The idea of ‘rags to riches’ in the United States of America is a myth, which exists independently of any particular story or reality. Nevertheless, it is a myth that many Americans believe in, even if its validity is challenged. The story can be true or false, but it must have a powerful hold over its adherents. As we will see, our understanding of the Battle of Hastings has been deeply shaped by its ever-evolving mythical nature.


This book is, therefore, more than merely another attempt to reconstruct a narrative about what happened at Hastings that day in October in 1066. This has already been done supremely well by several other authors. Instead, this book is an attempt to highlight two issues: how little we actually know for certain about the battle, and how the popular understanding of the battle has been shaped by the debates and concerns of later periods. This is important as there are certain debates about the Battle of Hastings that are perennial, reoccurring regularly in the modern media when the topic is discussed: how did Harold die and why did the English lose?1 There are a variety of possible answers to these questions, but while assessing the interpretation that best suits the evidence is fundamental, it is also crucial to examine the context for the alternative answers that have been proposed.


The other issues that will be discussed in this book include the diplomatic significance of Duke William of Normandy’s claim to the throne of England and the Norman attempt to secure papal support for this claim. The major issue here is the way that William – to use a term with contemporary resonance – created a ‘dodgy dossier’ to bolster his military support and how that shaped Norman representations of the battle. Another issue is the extent to which the Norman and Anglo-Saxon armies represented diametrically opposed military systems. The usual view is that the battle represented a conflict between cavalry and infantry, heralding three centuries of the dominance of the horseman over the foot-soldier that would only end in the fourteenth century. Finally, the book will examine the way in which the battle has become woven into the established narrative of British history, and the changing role it has played as a perceived turning point in the national story.


That this can be claimed to be a ‘British’ story is problematic. I grew up in Scotland and it was attending primary school when I first came across the story of Hastings. The vagaries of memory make reliance on such anecdotes difficult, but I seem to remember a teacher consciously drawing out the contrasting significance of the battle for those of English descent in the class as opposed to those whose families had their origins in Scotland. This can be seen in the reactions of contemporary authors. The Welsh Chronicles of the eleventh century make little of the events of 1066: they are dealt with in one sentence by the Brut chronicler of West Wales. A contemporary, the Irish author of the Annals of Innisfallen, does not mention it at all. For both authors, the year 1093 was far more significant, for in that year the Normans killed Rhys ap Tewdwr, king of Deheubarth (or South Wales), while in the north of Britain Malcolm Canmore, king of the Scots, died with his eldest son, Edward, in an ambush by Robert de Mowbray, the Norman earl of Northumbria. Some Scottish historians agree there was a ‘Norman Conquest’, but interpret this as a peaceful assimilation of northern French aristocrats by the Scottish monarchy in the twelfth century as part of a strategy to maintain a degree of political autonomy from England.2 This academic scepticism is also reflected in popular opinion. A recent survey showed that only 64 per cent of respondents in Scotland felt the Norman Conquest was significant as opposed to 83 per cent in England.3 While clearly there is variation, the acknowledgement of over two-thirds of respondents shows that the Battle of Hastings still plays a part in the country’s collective memory. The main problem is that most people have little contextual knowledge of what came before and only slightly more awareness of what came afterwards.


Even the notion of ‘Englishness’ is not straightforward. We use the short-hand terms of ‘English’ and ‘Norman’ to describe the main political units involved in the story, but fail to appreciate how problematic these terms are. Both terms were used by the priests and monks who wrote our history to convey a sense of a distinctive people who probably did not exist in reality. R.H.C. Davis’ famous book The Normans and their Myth, published in 1976, represented a devastating assault on the nation of a distinctive ‘Norman’ contribution to European history. Harold Godwinson is often referred to as the ‘last English king’, but this idea depends on a rather selective view of ‘Englishness’. Harold was not part of the royal house of Wessex, which had ruled a kingdom ‘of the English people’ since the ninth century, and which arguably was really a Greater Wessex rather than England as we understand it today. This was Edward the Confessor, who had spent most of his adult life in Normandy and probably spoke French as his first language. Harold had a Danish mother and a Danish name, having been part of a family that rose to power under the dynasty created by Cnut, the king of Denmark who conquered England in 1016. When Duke William of Normandy became king of England after the battle, this event is usually portrayed as a rupture in the chronology of the English monarchy; in fact, it was in itself nothing extraordinary. The notion of Englishness itself evolved after the Conquest, and within a generation the descendants of the Norman conquerors identified more with the territory they had taken over than with the land their families came from. The term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ is itself a relatively modern coinage and would have meant little to anyone standing in the vicinity of the battle in October 1066.


Thus, the most illuminating thing we can learn from the Battle of Hastings is what it tells us about the evolution of our collective identity and the relationship of England – and, more broadly, Britain – in relation to Europe and the wider world. It has been suggested that the battle is merely a footnote in British history and plays quite a different role from other battles, such as the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, which has played such a central part in Serbian identity, to the extent that it has fundamentally shaken the geopolitics of the Balkans since the late 1980s by facilitating the rise of Slobodan Milosevic. While it is certainly true that the Battle of Hastings has not produced a comparable reaction of such visceral intensity, I will suggest that the difference is not as great as it first appears.


THE SOURCES


We possess more information about the Battle of Hastings than almost any other medieval battle, but our sources are not straightforward and their interpretation has been subject to considerable debate. Medieval history writing came in a range of different forms, from those written in careful Latin using classical models taken from Roman historiography, to vernacular poems using strings of staccato sentences that barely use any grammatical rules. While much of the work strictly contemporary to 1066 was written by monks, the cloister lost its monopoly during the twelfth century and secular clergy (i.e. priests) became increasingly involved in producing historical writing on behalf of aristocratic patrons who were interested in their families’ past. When discussing the medieval world, we often use the term ‘chronicler’ to be synonymous with ‘historian’, though there was a formal difference. The monastic historian Gervase of Canterbury, writing c. 1200, made a famous distinction between the two: chroniclers compiled a chronologically correct order of events while historians were there to ‘instruct truthfully concerning the deeds, manners and the life which he describes’. Gervase had to admit, however, that in practice, ‘the intention of each was the same, for each seeks the truth’.


As with the modern professional study of history, medieval writers were very concerned with presenting the truth about the events they described. The modern understanding of truth is conformity to fact, by which we mean exactitude, precision, correct chronology, accurate names, dates and places. This was something that historians living in the Middle Ages also strived for. Usually, they would outline their qualifications for writing in a prologue. In the introduction to his ‘Deeds of the Norman Dukes’, the eleventh-century Norman historian William of Jumièges explained that he had gathered material:


partly related by many persons trustworthy on account equally of their age and their experience, and partly based on … what I have witnessed myself.


However, history in the medieval world did not exist simply to preserve information; history possessed a moral function and was a didactic tool. There were certain deeper ‘universal truths’ that could be deduced from every event in the past and which were just as important to elucidate as simply list a dry factual account. This is a particular issue when it comes to battles. Medieval chroniclers undoubtedly were keen to present ‘facts’ about the different engagements they described, in terms of number, principal manoeuvres, tactical decisions and casualties, yet most accounts in surviving texts are very similar.4 Victorious armies always maintain good discipline as they approach the battlefield and arrive in order under a unified and purposeful command, which maintains strict discipline, devoutly subjecting themselves to the arbitration of God. At the last minute, a rousing speech by the leader will prepare the men for the ordeal ahead. In contrast, the defeated armies are always ill-disciplined in the run-up to the battle, and arrive in confusion due to the divisions and uncertainties of their commanders, whose quarrelling or irresolution undermines any advantages they originally had. It is clear, therefore, that medieval authors followed a formula that allowed them to reveal deeper, universal truths about battles and the way that men ought to approach them and how they ought to conduct themselves. A battle was not just an event to be described, but an exemplar for emulation by others.


The most famous evidence that survives for Hastings is primarily visual: the Bayeux Tapestry. This 70-metre long embroidery was produced soon after the battle, possibly being associated with the dedication of Bayeux Cathedral in 1077, though much about its production is obscure. It plays a key role in any understanding of the Battle of Hastings, as the second part of the tapestry’s narrative is dedicated to the campaign and its denouement at Battle. As such a rich and unique source, full of images rarely accessible to the medieval historian, it has been the subject of exhaustive study, which can be seen in the enormous bibliography that accompanies any study. Even in the last decade, at least three large collected volumes of essays have been produced on the basis of conferences dedicated to the Bayeux Tapestry.5 There is still no consensus on who produced it and what its message actually was. The traditional belief was that it had been commissioned by William’s wife Matilda, but more recently some historians favour William’s half-brother, Odo of Bayeux, due to his very prominent role in the narrative; and, again, others have suggested Eustace of Boulogne may have been responsible. The location of its production is also disputed, with candidates including Bayeux in Normandy and Canterbury in England. The usual argument is that the source reflects an interpretation that is favourable to the Normans, given that it supports the story of Harold’s journey to Normandy and the swearing of an oath to William that is found in contemporary Norman accounts and not in Anglo-Saxon sources. On the other hand, it is possible to argue that Harold is portrayed in a sympathetic light as a heroic figure, which reflects certain aspects of his claim to legitimacy, such as receiving Edward’s deathbed approval and his acclamation by the Anglo-Saxon council or Witan in Harold’s coronation scene. Establishing anything certain about the tapestry is very difficult.


The best English source that reproduces views contemporary to the battle is the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. This work is of crucial importance for English history as it provides a chronological framework for the Anglo-Saxon period that we would otherwise lack. The title is misleading as it is not one text but a series of annals that were constantly read, edited and updated well into the twelfth century. There are seven different manuscripts – assigned the letters ‘A’ to ‘G’ by scholars – but these only represent a small proportion of those that would have existed. They originate with a chronicle produced in the 890s, probably produced by the Wessex court of Alfred the Great and then sent to different religious houses for copying. The relationship between the different versions is complex and the subject of much scholarly argument.


There are three recensions that deal with the events of 1066: the ‘C’, ‘D’ and ‘E’ versions. Version C dates to the mid-eleventh century and contains entries relating to the monastery at Abingdon, though establishing that this was where it was written is very difficult. Both Versions D and E derive important information from a text that is concerned with the history of Northumbria, the so-called ‘northern recension’, but we cannot be sure that the text was actually composed in the north. This reflects the attempts of the southern-based English kings to extend their control into the north in the late tenth century onwards. Version D was produced either at York or Worcester, probably during the episcopate of Ealdred, who held both offices in plurality. It has strongly been argued by several scholars to have been composed very soon after 1066, though several later events were later interpolated into it. The final version (‘E’) was written in Peterborough from 1121 to 1154, but the main text was composed at St Augustine’s monastery in Canterbury around 1066. These laconic accounts are invaluable as a corrective to the florid Norman versions, but have their own problems of interpretation as they often describe events in a cryptic manner, which suggests wider circumstances that would be understood by contemporaries but which have been lost to us. Their different regional perspectives are invaluable as they reflect the political debates of the period rather than presenting a monolithic view of the past. This can be seen most particularly in the years 1035– 66 where Version C shows marked preferences for the family of Earl Leofric of Mercia while Version E favours Earl Godwin of Wessex and his family.


We have two Norman sources written within a decade of the battle. The first of these, Gesta Normannorum Ducum (‘Deeds of the Dukes of Normandy’), was finished in 1060 by the monk William of Jumièges. This was an update of an earlier work on the origins of the Norman duchy by Dudo of St Quentin (965–1026). Unlike Dudo, who had composed his work at the request of Duke Richard the Good (996–1026), there is no evidence that William of Jumièges wrote his work at the direct command of Duke William, though we know that it was in response to a ducal request that he extended his account to cover events leading up to 1070, and includes his account of the Battle of Hastings. This implies that the purpose of the Gesta Normannorum Ducum was the legitimization of the ruling duke, which strongly affects the reliability of its narrative.


A second source, Gesta Guilelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum (‘Deeds of William, Duke of the Normans and King of the English’), was finished c. 1071 by William of Poitiers, who originally trained as a knight and served Duke William as a chaplain before entering a monastery. William of Poitiers’ military experience has been used to suggest that his account of the Battle of Hastings – the most detailed contemporary version we possess and the source of most of the details used by historians – is realistic. His account is clearly written with the aim of magnifying William’s achievements, and its heavy use of classical models from the Latin literature of imperial Rome means that there is a fundamental question over whether his account is actually an attempt to compare William with ancient heroes such as Julius Caesar. John Gillingham has famously characterized the work as being ‘nauseatingly sycophantic’ in its treatment of Duke William. It is such an important source that most scholars are willing to accept its fundamental reliability, but this is a dangerous assumption. While both accounts do portray William in different ways, ultimately these authors need to be treated with considerable caution given that they are deeply entwined with William’s diplomatic initiatives and attempts to bolster his image as the divinely sanctioned, legitimate ruler of England.


A third detailed narrative that survives is the Carmen de Hastingae Proelio (‘the Song of the Battle of Hastings’). This work has been subject to intense debate. R.H.C. Davis famously rejected the Carmen in the late 1970s, arguing that it is a literary exercise from one of the schools of northern France or southern Flanders and written between 1125 and 1140. Its champions have argued that it is a contemporary account written by Bishop Guy of Amiens around 1068. Frank Barlow has recently argued strongly in favour of its authenticity and that it was a source for William of Poitiers, while L.J. Engels has pointed out that the poem addresses Duke William as a living person, thus implying that the work is contemporary. The debate remains deadlocked. What is useful about the Carmen is that it is not a straightforward account from a Norman perspective and so provides a corrective to the views of William of Poitiers and William of Jumièges. This is best illustrated in the different treatment of Eustace of Boulogne, who is portrayed as the hero of the Carmen, whereas in William of Poitiers he is portrayed as a coward.


There are other sources that date from the late eleventh and twelfth centuries that we will use – sources such as the accounts of John of Worcester, Eadmer of Canterbury, Orderic Vitalis, William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, Gaimar and Master Wace, but these are all written later and essentially use the sources we have already discussed for the bulk of their material. Thus, they are far more useful as evidence for how the battle was perceived in subsequent decades rather than as evidence for the battle itself, and we shall focus on this, particularly in the second half of the book.




CHAPTER 1


Defending the Church


BEING AWARE OF BIAS


A particular vice of some historians of the pre-modern world is their use of the word ‘propaganda’ when discussing the presentation of information that reflects an attempt to present events in a way that is politically advantageous. Some modern authors have even argued that monastic chroniclers can be seen as ‘spin doctors’ and their abbots were, therefore, the ‘press barons’ of the period.6 Framing the past in a way we can understand is perfectly commendable, and our contemporary world constantly witnesses information being shaped to fit narratives for political, commercial or cultural purposes that, as good citizens, we must be conscious of. But our world is also very different as it operates in a context of mass literacy and an instantly accessible mass media, which was certainly not the case in the eleventh century. Our language reflects the way we classify the world and reflects our specific cultural viewpoint (e.g. the UK in the early twenty-first century). It would, therefore, be both misleading and arrogant to transpose this viewpoint onto other cultures rather than attempt to appreciate those cultures on their own terms. Carelessness causes misunderstanding. Reading Ian Sharman’s attempts to present medieval popes as the Rupert Murdoch of their day would appear to reflect the transient concerns with the political and media culture of the first New Labour government (1997–2001) more than it helps us to understand a remote past.7


The term ‘propaganda’ is a modern Latin word derived from the verb propogare, which means ‘to spread, to disseminate’. It was first used in the context of the Catholic Counter-Reformation of the seventeenth century with the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide (‘Congregation for Propagating the Faith’), which was founded for the propagation of the newly revitalized Roman Catholic faith. ‘Propaganda’ only began to have secular connotations from 1790 during the French Revolution. The emergence of an informed and politically engaged ‘public sphere’ made up of typically middle-class people voluntarily associating with each other as a means of influencing state decisions through rational argument, first appeared in any real sense in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (as famously argued by the German sociologist Jürgen Habermas).8 The consequence of this was that political elites needed to shape this new opinion by providing cogent interpretations of events through the mass media. Using the word ‘propaganda’ to describe a time before the printing press, where literacy was limited and manuscripts were copied by hand, is problematic, if not anachronistic.


Many historians do use the word with caution to analyse earlier periods. Imperial societies are more typically prone to having the term applied to them, probably because the relative power of the state and the number of politically active and educated individuals was typically higher than in less complex states.9 The term increasingly appears in studies of the later medieval period rather than in the earlier period, but its working definition can appear to be a crude synonym for ‘falsehood’.10 As we have said earlier, the main problem for using the term in the eleventh century is not only the lack of developed systems of political theory (that only emerged with the development of universities in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries), but the small numbers of people that could read the texts that were being produced.11 Felice Lifshitz makes this point strongly when discussing the intriguing text Encomium Emmae Reginae (‘In Praise of Queen Emma’), which was written between 1040 and 1042.12 The text focuses on Emma of Normandy, the controversial mother of Edward the Confessor and a kinswoman of Duke William. Emma had married first Æthelred II (also known as Æthelred the Unready), then his conqueror and successor, the Danish king, Cnut (also known as Canute).


Noting the absence of any mention of her marriage to Æthelred II, Edward’s father, scholars have debated the text’s political background and whether it was written to support the royal claim of Harthacnut, Emma’s son with Cnut, over those of his older half-brother. Eric John says the suppression of any mention of Æthelred cannot be a guide to the main purpose of the work as the English audience would have been aware of the events it was describing, and so the text should be read as a polemic in favour of Emma as the carrier of royal legitimacy, against the rival claims of the Godwin family and the other enemies of the established order in England. As Lifshitz points out, this debate assumes that the text was a political pamphlet designed to change public opinion in England by making them favour one candidate for the throne over another during an extended succession crisis. He argues that it is anachronistic to draw parallels from texts from the eleventh century with the politicized writing cultures of the English Reformation in the sixteenth century or the English Civil War of the seventeenth century, never mind the ‘spin’ and public relations management techniques of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Lifshitz makes the further point that, ‘the very concept of public opinion is anachronistic for that time,’ and given that only four manuscripts have survived, of which three were early modern copies, one can argue that the readership for these documents was very small. Lifshitz believes that the text was written to persuade the count of Flanders to aid Emma. This explains why they can be so cavalier with the evidence: it was unlikely that the count knew much better.
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However, using such a specific, structural definition of propaganda is limiting as it is possible to ignore the fact that propaganda in its broadest sense can be understood as a form of communication and persuasion that seeks to shape behaviour and attitudes, often through a voluntary response, and help consolidate group identity.13 The earliest writing systems that human societies evolved quickly sought to use the technology to defend the current political system as legitimate, as we can see most clearly in the famous Sumerian King List produced in Mesopotamia around 2000bc, which used to be treated as an historical outline, but is now seen as promulgating a political vision or doctrine that the pattern of kingship or hegemony in Mesopotamia could only be exercised by one city at a given time and for a limited period.14 The Greek city states of the ancient world developed the technique of rhetoric, which became highly desired as it trained the practitioner to persuade fellow citizens of a particular course of action. This was transmitted down to the medieval world via the Romans. While the issue of ‘public opinion’ is a complex one, we should not throw the proverbial infant out with the bathwater.


Our information for the Battle of Hastings confronts us with the same problem of evaluating material that has clearly been written to present a particular perspective on events. While the issue of the competing claims to the English throne in 1066 is usually just a background issue to the battle itself, I would argue that we must appreciate how far our information is intimately shaped by the justifications made in support of William’s claim. The two accounts of William of Jumièges and William of Poitiers, in particular, lay the foundation for what is recognized as an officially sanctioned Norman version of events. As we have already discussed, both Williams had strong connections with the court of Duke William, and their histories are clearly designed to reflect the duke’s version of the truth. Their versions show that the Norman court had four clear arguments for William’s legitimacy.


THE CASE FOR WILLIAM


Edward the Confessor had been in exile in Normandy since 1014 after his father, King Æthelred II, fled England as a result of the invasion of King Sweyn of Denmark. Æthelred’s marriage to Emma, the daughter of Duke Richard I of Normandy, in 1002 had probably been arranged to secure Norman aid against the threat of the Danes, who had been resurgent since the early 990s. With the final triumph of Cnut in 1016 over Edmund Ironside, the surviving members of the Wessex dynasty were to spend the next two decades in exile. Meanwhile, Emma – remarkably to modern eyes – abandoned her sons and married Cnut. With the death of Cnut, there was a chance for the restoration of the House of Wessex and Alfred, the brother of Edward the Confessor, landed in England with a Norman force to see what he could achieve. However, the English elite rejected his claims, and their support swung behind Harold Harefoot, Cnut’s elder son. Earl Godwin had initially supported Cnut’s younger son by Emma, Harthacnut, who was back in Denmark. With Harold’s victory imminent, Godwin swapped sides and, to prove his loyalty, he ensured that Alfred’s threat was neutralized. His followers were killed, mutilated or sold into slavery, while Alfred himself was blinded and confined to the monastery in Ely, where he died from his wounds. Both William of Jumièges and William of Poitiers give detailed accounts of this incident when the ‘most noble prince Alfred was done to death without justice’. Although William of Jumièges acknowledges the prime role of Harold Harefoot in the decision, it was Godwin who is accused of behaving like ‘Judas’, having given Alfred ‘the kiss of peace and eaten with him’ before his act of betrayal. William of Poitiers explicitly refers to Godwin’s responsibility and how the ‘most noble duke’ would avenge Alfred’s death on Godwin’s son, Harold.


The second claim was that William had arranged Edward’s restoration to the English throne. With the death of Harold Harefoot in 1041, Edward the Confessor returned to England, and the Norman sources claimed that he was only able to do this because of Norman aid. William of Poitiers claims that Edward was restored due to Norman diplomatic and military pressure on the English, underwritten by the military reputation of Duke William, which is difficult to take too seriously given that the young duke was in his early teens at the time! The account makes it clear that Edward was hugely in debt to William and the Normans, and states that Edward was ‘determined as a matter of honour to repay him in equal measure’. This reconstruction of events is not fully supported by our other sources, and it is much more probable that Edward had returned to the country on the death of Harefoot. The Encomium Emmae Reginae, published c. 1041–2, shows that Edward had been invited back by his half-brother. The work presents Harthacnut ruling with the aid of his half-brother Edward: ‘Emma and her two sons, among whom there is true loyalty, share the revenues of the kingdom between them’. The earliest manuscript that survives may be the original and shows Emma receiving the work from a monk watched by two bearded figures, presumably Harthacnut and Edward. Quite why Harthacnut invited Edward back is unclear: perhaps Emma and Harthacnut were unpopular and so wished to boost their legitimacy by associating themselves with the older ruling dynasty, or perhaps they did not want another round of civil strife with an alternative claimant.15 It would suggest that the reality of a peaceful negotiation at either Edward or Harthacnut’s initiative has been changed by William of Poitiers to reflect his own agenda in rearranging events to stress the Norman rights to succession.


The third part of the claim was the Norman argument that Edward the Confessor had chosen William as his heir. William of Jumièges and William of Poitiers both clearly state that Edward appointed Duke William as his successor. William of Jumièges says this was done through the agency of Archbishop Robert of Jumièges, one of the Normans who had accompanied Edward to England in the 1040s and who had been appointed bishop of London before being translated to Canterbury in 1051. William notes that Robert was archbishop when he came to Normandy ‘to nominate him [Duke William] as the heir to the kingdom which God had given him’. The opportunity for this would have been during the Godwin family’s exile from England between 1051 and 1052 after their conflict with Edward. William of Poitiers confirms this story, adding for good measure that Edward had secured the support of the English nobility in this matter and had also sent Harold’s brother and nephew, Wulfnoth and Hakon, to Normandy as hostages. The only other contemporary assessments we have are the different versions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle of which only one gives any details relating to this incident. Version D confirms that Archbishop Robert of Jumièges had travelled to Rome to receive his pallium from the pope in 1051 and that Count William came across the English Channel ‘with a great force of Frenchmen, and the king received him and as many of his companions as suited him, and let him go again.’16 There has been extensive discussion over whether William did, in fact, visit England, which some have argued is hard to believe given that he was campaigning in Domfort and Alençon at the time, though this is disputed.17 The question of whether he was actually ever promised the throne by Edward the Confessor is probably unresolvable with the current state of evidence.18


The final plank in William’s case that is presented in the sources is Harold’s infamous voyage to Normandy, where he swore an oath on relics to William promising to help him gain the throne on Edward’s death. This is traditionally dated to 1064 or 1065, at the latest. William of Jumièges reports that Edward:


sent the duke Harold, the greatest of all the earls in his dominions in riches, honour and power, that he should swear fealty to him [William] concerning Edward’s crown and confirm it with Christian oaths.


On crossing the English Channel, Harold was captured by Guy of Ponthieu, before William lobbied for his release. Harold then spent time with William before he ‘swore fealty concerning the kingdom with many oaths’. William of Poitiers’ account agrees in outline, but gives a far more elaborate account, commenting, for instance, that Edward’s move was:


prudent, for his power and authority might be expected to contain the dissent of the entire English people if in their faithless inconstancy they were moved in any way to rebel.


William of Poitiers also emphasizes the duke’s generous treatment of Harold and the hospitality Harold was shown at Rouen before he swore the oath to Duke William. According to William of Poitiers, Harold swore this oath of his own free will (according to ‘notable men of utter integrity who were present at the time’) and, on his own initiative, Harold promised to actively help Duke William succeed. He also promised to hand over Dover castle and any other castles that would be erected when the Normans constructed them. In return for being accepted as William’s vassal by oath, Harold was granted all his lands and powers. Following this, Harold accompanied William on an expedition to Brittany.


The outline of this story is shown in the first part of the Bayeux Tapestry, though there are a few differences from the account of William of Poitiers, notably in the order of events. Contrary to William of Poitiers, the expedition to Brittany and Harold’s knighting comes before the oath ceremony in the tapestry narrative. Generally, though, there is a consensus in the contemporary Norman sources about Harold swearing an oath to Duke William. The three versions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle that cover the period say nothing about this incident: in fact, for 1064 they literally mention nothing! Was this embarrassment on their part? The author of the Vita Ædwardi, writing just after the Conquest, makes an aside that Harold ‘was too free with his oaths, alas!’, which certainly suggests that the story was widely known. The story of Harold’s journey across the English Channel has incited more interest amongst historians than whether Edward actually ever nominated William as his heir because it is so inherently mysterious. What on earth was Harold doing? Some have suggested that it was a fishing voyage that went wrong. The Norman story does have an internal logic to it, but that is due to the purpose of the narrative, which assumes that Edward wanted William to succeed him, for which there is no independent evidence. It is just as likely that if Edward had made any offer to William, this was purely tactical on his part, to be used in an attempt to negotiate a stronger position for himself domestically. Edward’s problem in ruling England was that he inherited a system created by Cnut, where three great earls – Godwin, Leofric and Siward – dominated. Cnut had the forces of Denmark and Norway to call on if they caused him trouble, whereas Edward had no such independent power base. Was the Norman alliance Edward’s wildcard that would underwrite a much stronger position for him in a new, post-Godwin order? There were plenty of alternative candidates who had stronger claims to the throne than William. The sources would just as easily suggest that after the death of Edward’s nephew Edward the Exile, father of Edgar Ætheling, who had been brought back from Hungary in 1057 and who had died shortly after his arrival, Edward abdicated any further interest in the succession.19


Even if Edward had wanted Harold to travel to Normandy and renounce all claims that he and his family had to a lord with a list of grievances against them, by 1064 Harold had a very firm grip on government, to the extent that he is referred to as subregulus (‘vice-king’).20 Although there is no evidence that Harold failed to comply with royal commands, it seems very unlikely that Edward would be able to compel Harold to do anything. This is vividly illustrated in 1065 during the Northumbrian revolt against Harold’s younger brother Tostig. Harold negotiated with the rebels and agreed a deal that, according to the Vita Ædwardi, Edward disagreed with but could only rage about impotently. There is independent evidence that Harold visited Flanders in 1056, where he is described as a dux while witnessing a charter; this may have been the occasion for his meeting with William that our sources are discussing.21


Eadmer, a monk at Canterbury who was writing in the early twelfth century, recorded another version of the story that sounds more plausible. The hostages Wulfnoth and Hakon mentioned by William of Poitiers had been given to Edward by Godwin as a guarantee of his good behaviour in the deal of 1052 that saw his family’s restoration, and then Edward sent these hostages to Normandy for safekeeping. Ten years later, with his family still chafing in exile, Harold went to Edward to ask permission to reclaim them, but Eadmer says that the king wanted nothing to do with the scheme due to his premonitions of future misfortune. Harold went anyway, and Edward’s warnings came true: ‘I have a feeling that you will only succeed in bringing misfortune on yourself and the whole Kingdom.’ While the use of hindsight to make Edward’s prophetic words give the story a moral quality renders the account suspect as a reliable guide to events, the basic premise, that Harold was on a rescue mission that went wrong, is certainly plausible. This more sympathetic reading of Harold’s actions is certainly possible when looking at the Bayeux Tapestry, given that Edward does not look particularly pleased when Harold reports his adventures.


The Norman accounts reflect a carefully thought out, almost legally minded case (again, one would prefer not to use anachronistic language) in support of William’s claim to the English throne. To make matters worse, according to these accounts, Harold had also committed perjury. They present Harold as a usurper who seized what was, by right, William’s crown. Thus, the duke could argue that his dispute was not a private feud, but of sufficient magnitude to conform to the tradition of public war (bellum publicum). St Augustine, the great late Roman theologian whose work mediated many Roman imperial legal principles to medieval churchmen, elucidated the famous discussion of a just war. For Augustine, a war fought for private gain was sinful, whereas a war resulting from legitimate public authorities defending a community’s rights and interests, despite being the result of a fallen world, was acceptable.


The situation is described in almost hysterical language: William of Jumièges said that Harold had caused ‘the whole English people also to be faithless to the duke’. William of Poitiers writes of the shock that met Duke William when he learned that Harold was wearing the crown.


Not for this insane Englishman the decision of a public choice, but … he seized the royal throne with the plaudits of certain iniquitous supporters and thereby perjured himself.


Thus, William’s military enterprise – an invasion – was an entirely legitimate exercise in attempting to reclaim his lands from rebels who had broken with the established social order. The usual response is to see these accounts as ‘propaganda’ appealing for public support. As we have already pointed out, there was no ‘public space’ in the eleventh century for this information to be debated. These accounts were all written down several years after the events of 1066, which begs the question of why they were so keen to present the Norman claim in such detail after it was of no practical use, beyond a wish for consistency. There is no doubt that the presentation of the ‘facts’ was produced by William and his advisers to boost his claims, but one still needs to explain why he put so much effort into this when his main selling point for recruitment was the acquisition of new territory. Northern France was busy exporting its surplus of land hungry, expansionist elites at this period all across Europe – most notably in southern Italy and Spain, where military skills were in high demand.
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