Corentine Byrd 
HPHI5009 
Providing a commentary on excerpts of the Bayeux Tapestry.
 
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.   





















The Bayeux Tapestry is one of the most important pieces of preserved visual Anglo-Norman history. Presumed to have been produced in England at an unknown point shortly after the successful invasion and conquering by the Norman people, it recounts the events before and during the titular invasion and the Battle of Hastings, where King Harold Godwinson was killed. Scenes 27 to 34 of the embroidery first show the death of Edward, King of England, then the coronation and beginning of rule of King Harold. Through these scenes, the intended propagandized messaging of the Normans who commissioned the Bayeux Tapestry obviously in the images and tituli in the foreground. More subtly, these panels also create an ahistorical depiction of the presence of Halley's Comet; this has been the subject of great interpretation since scholarly work began to be published on the tapestry. The selected scenes of the Bayeux Tapestry represent the moral justifications of the Norman invasion and the further implications of Halley's Comet being visible over England shortly prior.

In scene 31 of the Bayeux Tapestry, Harold Godwinson is crowned King of England. The scene shows Harold seated in a throne beside two advisors and Archbishop Stigand, then Archbishop of Canterbury. On the surface, this appears to be a normal coronation ceremony overseen by the traditional representatives of the church. However, while Stigand was the Archbishop of Canterbury, he may have served as such outside the auspices of the Roman Catholic church, from which he had, according to contemporary Norman histories, been excommunicated due to holding the bishoprics of Winchester and Canterbury. While the historical legitimacy of the claim against Stigand is contentious, that he was considered at the time to be a symbol of the excesses and corruption of the English church is undeniable. His presence at the coronation of Harold was used by historian William of Poitiers to declare the process ‘non sancta consecratione’ — literally meaning ‘without holy consecration’, but more greatly meaning that it was illegitimate without the approval of the Roman church.[footnoteRef:1] As such, the presence of the Normans was one that, the tapestry thus implies, was counter to the corrupt institutions of the English church and nobility.  [1:  William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi, ed. by R.H.C. Davis and Marjorie Chibnall. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). <https://www.scribd.com/document/616152197/The-Gesta-Guillelmi-of-William-of-Poitiers> [accessed 25 October 2026].  ] 


The subsequent scene shows six men who stand inside a building, all staring at a star flying over their location. This image is accompanied with the caption ‘ISTI MIRANT STELLA’, which can be translated to ‘these men marvel at the star’. The star seen flying past has been identified by modern scholars as Halley’s Comet, which passed over England in the spring of 1066, the same period where English and Norman forces were fighting a war of conquest from which the Norman forces would ultimately leave as the victors. When the comet passed, what it was taken to mean at the time and what it was taken to mean by the embroiderers of the Bayeux Tapestry require closer analysis. The most important note to take is that Halley's Comet did not appear over Britain concurrently with the coronation of Harold Godwinson — rather, Halley's Comet appeared in the spring of 1066, while Harold was crowned King of England in January. Manuscript C of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes its passing:

Easter was then on the sixteenth day before the calends of May. Then was over all England such a token seen as no man ever saw before. Some men said that it was the comet-star, which others denominate the long-hair'd star. It appeared first on the eve called "Litania major", that is, on the eighth before the calends off May; and so shone all the week.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Unknown author, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 11th century, unknown translator, unknown year of authorship. <https://avalon.law.yale.edu/medieval/ang11.asp> [accessed 25 October 2026.]] 


From this point, despite the great prominence put upon Halley's Comet by most sources, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle does not continue to discuss the comet, instead moving to discussions of Tostig Godwinson summoning a fleet to assault the coast of England.[footnoteRef:3] It, therefore, offers no interpretation of its theological significance, instead only providing a brief description of how it appeared and that some men cared to describe it. As summarized by Michael Lewis and Simon Portegies Zwart, neither the Vita Ædwardi Regis (written c. 1067) nor Eadmer of Canterbury’s Historia Novorum in Anglia (believed to have been written between 1093 and 1119) mention the presence of Halley’s Comet.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  ibid.]  [4:  Michael Lewis and Simon Portegies Zwart, 'The significance of Halley's Comet in the Bayeux Tapestry', in Dorestad and Everything After. Ports, townscapes & travellers in Europe, 800-1100, ed. by Annemarieke Willemsen and Hanneke Kik (Leiden: Sidestone Press), pp. 123-138 (pp. 131-133). <https://arxiv.org/abs/2511.14809> [accessed 25 October 2026].    ] 


The exact meaning ascribed to Halley's Comet contemporaneously and when this meaning was given to it is not the only complex issue regarding reading and analyzing this section of the Bayeux Tapestry. The modern interpretation of the Normans as a widely feared occupying force applying the oppressive 'Norman yoke' has led to motivated interpretations of the selected panels of the tapestry. In contemporary writing, a Financial Times article celebrating the return of the Bayeux Tapestry wrote, describing this section, that:

In the Bayeux Tapestry, noblemen applaud, then suddenly turn away, horrified, cowering, pointing: a golden comet’s blazing head and streaming tail cross the sky, portent of great change. Harold, enthroned, is seized by dread of the celestial symbol — Halley’s comet really did appear in 1066 — and of ghostly boats, sewn in black outline, moving without sails: his fearful phantom imaginings of France.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jackie Wullschläger, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry is a thrilling depiction of war and political transformation’, Financial Times, 2 January 2026. <https://www.ft.com/content/c6573e75-5c0c-4050-853d-ddf9e5d85c47?syn-25a6b1a6=1> [accessed 25 October 2026].] 


To ascribe such intent to this panel requires an interpretation of the events depicted which belies a bias toward the dramatic. While the events depicted on the panels described are simple — first, six men gather under a roof to gaze at Halley's Comet passing over them, then Harold takes counsel from an unidentified male figure while seated in his throne — there is no clear emotional reaction from any of the people depicted. Harold's expression belies little, as he looks much the same as he does in panel 30, his coronation. The tituli of the tapestry give similarly minimal concrete information on the emotions of the spectators of the comet, but the phrasing from prior, ‘ISTI MIRANT STELLA’, describes the men as marvelling, mirant, at the star, not fearing, which would be more aptly described by the use of timent. As such, any interpretation that relies on certainty there was fear at the presence of Halley's Comet is problematic and requires a subjective view on the picture shown.

It is, therefore, difficult to ascribe a certain meaning to the presence of Halley's Comet. While it being portrayed at an ahistorical time is certainly relevant as a potential miraculous sign of the Normans subsequent arrival, especially when paired with the previous panels accentuating the corruption of the English church, it is conjecture to say with authority how either the British or Norman forces felt about its presence, and to be certain it is fear or any other emotion is not certain. However, it is easier to interpret the presence of Stigand at the coronation of Harold Godwinson. His presence is the opposite of legitimacy, as he was seen and portrayed at the time as anathema to the Roman Catholic Church. To emphasise with his name in the tituli that he was present at the ceremony made certain that any literate individual who was to study the Bayeux Tapestry at the time would have understood this was an illegitimate coronation, and thus further legitimizing the Norman invasion.
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