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 [image: Bayeux tapestry. Anglo Saxons repel Normans. Battle of Hastings Stock Photo  - Alamy]The Bayeux Tapestry, Scenes 53/54 https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/
The Bayeux tapestry commemorates William the Conqueror’s successful invasion of England by creating a visual account of the events surrounding the 1066 battle of Hastings. It is an incredible work of medieval art, but more importantly, it a significant historical resource for medieval studies. Although called a tapestry, it is technically an embroidery, stitched onto linen with woolen thread rather than woven like a traditional tapestry would be. It was constructed in the 11th century sometime after the events of 1066 on a on a long strip of linen 231 feet (70 meters) long and 19.5 inches (49.5 cm) wide. It is hard to imagine the size of the tapestry as it can fill an entire room. The tapestry consists of over 70 panels of colorful embroidery detailing the unfolding events leading up to, during, and after the battle.[footnoteRef:1] It hangs horizontally on the wall, enabling the viewer to “read” the story within the work chronologically from the left to the right. Its value does not just lie within the narrative it presents, but in the incredibly rich visual detail, it reveals. From the style of haircuts in this period to the construction of ships and castles, and particularly as a study of the military weaponry, the Bayeux Tapestry is not just an eyewitness account of what happened at the Battle of Hastings; it is a unique visual window into medieval life. [1:  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopedia. "Bayeux Tapestry". Encyclopedia Britannica.] 

The first panels of the tapestry (scenes 1-33)  are dedicated to the seemingly mundane events leading up to the battle of Hastings, when King Edward of England sent his brother- in-law, Harold Godwinson, over to Normandy to offer his cousin William the succession to the throne of England after Edward dies. These panels suggest that, besides created as a commemoration of the Battle of Hastings, the Bayeux tapestry also promotes a particular viewpoint of the political events surrounding William’s legitimacy to the English throne. [image: Bayeux Tapestry, Scene 23, At Bayeux Harold swears fealty … | Flickr] 
Bayeux Tapestry scene 23 “Where Harold made an oath to Duke William”
The other half of the panels of the tapestry start from the center of the tapestry to the end (scenes 34-58), and detail the preparations for battle and the physical Battle of Hastings itself. An arrow to the eye in scene 57 kills Harold, and the last existing panel represents the English army retreating after their loss in Hastings. More panels are thought to have been part of the tapestry but these panels are now either missing or were destroyed. 
It is quite extraordinary that the Bayeux tapestry has survived in such good condition, as so much English- produced, medieval textile art, has not, even though embroidery was a popular and acceptable pastime for Anglo Saxon women, both within aristocratic society and religious orders.[footnoteRef:2] The cartoons for the tapestry were discovered first, and in 1752, the tapestry was the traced to the Bayeux Cathedral where it was being displayed annually for the Feast of St John (June 24). The church officials did not even realize the tapestry represented the events of 1066. [footnoteRef:3]In 1794, the French arts commission removed the tapestry from the Cathedral to protect it from damage during the French Revolution. It eventually landed in the Hotel De Ville where it was displayed for visitors upon request. It moved to its permanent home in 1983- a Bayeux seminary converted into a museum designed specifically for the display, viewing, and protection of this masterpiece.   [2:  Elizabeth Carsen Parsen, et al, The Bayeux Tapestry and its contents: A Reassessment,(Woodbridge, 2014) p28. ]  [3:  Parsen, Bayeux Tapestry, p27.] 

There are many questions surrounding the Bayeux tapestry as its unique visual evidence of events offers opportunities for interpretation that written evidence cannot. The pictorial events immerse the viewer into the narrative playing out before their eyes, making them feel like a witnesses standing on the sidelines. In this way, the visual account projects a truthfulness the written word might not assume. The great wall hanging, created to be on display for a large audience like a congregation, has a fluency that transcends social status and the ability to read.  It can be a potent propaganda tool, and perhaps that was The Bayeux Tapestry’s main purpose. 
It certainly is questionable whether the Bayeux tapestry is an unbiased work based on factual evidence about the events leading up to the battle, which promote the legitimacy of William the Conqueror’s claim to the English throne. These first panels telling the story of Harold’s visit to William in Normandy at King Edward’s request have been the center of much modern debate on whether The Bayeux Tapestry’s main function was to actually defend rather than commemorate William’s legitimacy as king of England. This controversy reveals the challenges of visual evidence- though it can give a unique perspective to research; visual elements can become confusing and ambiguous when trying to convey complex thoughts, allowing for multiple debates on the interpretation of events displayed.[footnoteRef:4] Most scholars believe that William the conqueror’s half-brother, Bishop Odo, commissioned the Bayeux tapestry from the monks at St. Augustine in Canterbury to hang in the Bayeux Cathedral in Normandy. Odo features prominently in the embroidery: [4:  J. Stenton, Visual Meaning in The Bayeux Tapestry: Problems and Solutions in Picturing History,(Lewiston, 2003) p20.] 

                     [image: Bayeux Tapestry - Wikipedia][image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/5/5a/Odo_of_Bayeux.jpg/170px-Odo_of_Bayeux.jpg]   
Bayeux Tapestry Scene 50 Bishop Odo in battle, scene 44 Odo at the pre-battle feast                                                                                              
 Based on extensive studies of the type of materials used in the work, including the type of the linen, thread and dyes utilized, it now generally accepted that it was produced in Canterbury, most likely by the local Anglo Saxon women, who were famous for their skills in the craft of embroidery.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Parsen, Bayeux Tapestry, p13.] 

The debates surrounding the Bayeux tapestry continue today with the discussion now focusing on the physical building meant to house the Bayeux tapestry in order to define the audience who would have viewed it.  The sheer size of it assumes its use for public display, most likely within a church or cathedral. The 18th century discovery of the embroidery was in the Bayeux Cathedral, and it is included in the cathedral’s inventory of 1476, yet, some scholars suggest that the agenda of the piece was actually to promote a pro- English sentiment hidden within the visuals and intended for a venue with an English audience, not a Norman French one.
 “This argument claims, on the one hand, that the embroidery’s designer found ways of satisfying his patron, Odo, and Odo’s intended audience of Normans by depicting a weak, but still adequate version of the Norman Story; and on the other, that the designer also used various pictorial devices to hint at a version of the English Story that English viewers would have noticed, but that Norman ones would have ignored.” [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Parsen, Bayeux Tapestry, p46.] 

 Some proponents of the English interpretation insist that the embroidery was part of a traveling exposition to different secular houses and halls put on display for an English audience; others claim the work was created to be hung in Canterbury Cathedral, not Bayeux. The research has shifted from what is in the narrative of the Bayeux tapestry to what the make-up of the physical tapestry, itself. A recent study done by Christopher Norton, an art historian from the University of York claims that the physical dimensions and shape of the wall hanging prove that Bishop Odo commissioned the tapestry specifically for the three sides of the nave of the Bayeux Cathedral.[footnoteRef:7] and the particular perspective the tapestry is advocating is for Norman French audiences. Odo was at the Battle of Hastings, thus giving us a known eyewitness account of that event. Bishop Odo was not, according to the tapestry, at the events surrounding Harold’s oath to William, promising him the throne of England, which took place in Bayeux, itself. By commissioning the tapestry specifically for Bayeux Cathedral, Odo was commemorating the place the oath supposedly took place and stressing the importance of the oath over the battlefield, itself, thus accentuating the support of god in William’s claim and in the Norman victory in battle. This is certainly the message a Norman ecclesiastical congregation would want to hear and celebrate. This debate and others surrounding The Bayuex Tapestry will certainly continue for years to come given the richness of visual detail, full of potential interpretations of events, contained within the work,. [7:  Jason Urbanus, ‘Unfolding the Bayeux Tapestry’, Archeology, vol. 74, no. 1 (2021) pp. 48–49.] 

 The interpretative aspect of visual elements can be a challenge when using period artwork as a historical source, but the Bayeux Tapestry is valuable as a primary source for the visual descriptions it can provide on medieval architecture, clothing and especially, the type of weapons and military equipment used in this period. [image: Battle of Hastings 950th Anniversary: Why is 1066 so important? William the  Conquer | UK | News | Express.co.uk]
                                                                                                                Source: Getty images
 For example, the Normans, renowned for their use of cavalry in warfare, designed their weaponry and equipment specifically for fighting on horseback. The Bayeux Tapestry demonstrates this. Notice in the tapestry how the long spurs used by the Normans gave them the ability to “stand” in their saddle to fight, freeing up their upper bodies to better utilize their spears as effective weapons on fast moving horseback. 
[image: The Bayeux Tapestry | Amusing Planet]
Bayeux Tapestry scene 51
The Norman culture glorified the knights in the cavalry, who were generally high-ranking nobility and their retinue. Even the identity of key noblemen are stitched into the upper border of the work. It is interesting to see the different status given to the Norman archers. By placing them in the lower margins of the scenes, the designer of the scene has literally marginalized them. Notice the archers also do not have any type of protection- no armor, not even shields. [image: In Normandy, discover the Bayeux Tapestry scene by scene] 
The Bayeux Tapestry scene 55  
The tapestry also depicts the English fighting on foot, many without mail, with the dead English warriors also found in the lower margins of the tapestry.
 The graphics in scenes 37 and 38 are particularly interesting. The tapestry shows the Normans loading up the ships for battle. They were carrying the heavy mail that the soldiers wore in battle. Not only does one see what the soldiers were wearing for combat at this time, one can feel the weight of the mail as they load it onto the ships. The ships, themselves, are fascinating since they are recognizably Viking- style ships- complete with the animal heads on the bows. This interesting detail brings up questions about the Norman’s relationship to their Viking roots, particularly in military battle, after becoming Christians and cultural removed from their Viking heritage for hundreds of years at the time of the Norman Conquest. I would have not thought about this if I had not noticed the detail on the ships in the tapestry. [image: The Bayeux Tapestry (article) | Khan Academy]
The Bayeux Tapestry, Scene 37
The Bayeux Tapestry might not provide historians and researchers with clear answers to questions surrounding the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings, but it does provide a visual window into the culture and lives of the medieval world. The tapestry is still a primary source for a variety of research studies in the medieval period. It visually brings events to life and gives us a unique and fascinating perspective to the past in a way written sources cannot.   As quoted from the Bayeux museum website: “ The story-telling technique used by the 11th century embroiderers echoes techniques used today in cinema and animated films: the Bayeux Tapestry might be one of the first comic strips in history.” [footnoteRef:8][image: The Bayeux Tapestry in film and television culture] [8:  The Bayeux Tapestry Museum <https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry>. ] 

https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/
[bookmark: _GoBack]The complete tapestry is available to search and study online. The ability to access the Bayeux Tapestry online, and explore it digitally is significant for research, as it gives researchers the opportunity to view details of the work without having to access it in person. It continues to be an inspiration today, and it remains one of the most recognizable pieces of medieval art in the world.



                                                BIBLIOGRAPHY
Primary sources:
Images from the Tapestry: https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/
Secondary Sources: 
Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopedia. "Bayeux Tapestry". Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Bayeux-Tapestry>. 

Pastan, Elizabeth Carson, Stephen D. White, and Kate Gilbert. The Bayeux Tapestry and Its Contexts: A Reassessment. NED-New edition. (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2014). <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt6wp9gx>.

Stenton, J. and McNulty, Bard, Visual Meaning in the Bayeux Tapestry: Problems and Solutions in Picturing History (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2003).

Urbanus, Jason, ‘Unfolding the Bayeux Tapestry’, Archaeology, vol. 74, no. 1 (2021) pp. 48–49.



                                   

image3.png




image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg
L Sy

N lll
N
0 i





image7.jpeg




image8.png




image9.jpeg
o IR /LR TN 58 A7 52N

== -

AV VI LHRANCARN 2/ IQ//'[J





image1.jpeg
WHO5FA

www.alamy.com

E) alamy stock photo





image2.jpeg
s d +\AL
L e P e
VVIILGLMO DVCI=,





