Image Commentary


[image: Bayeux Tapestry scene 52: Harpld brother, Duke of Lewine and Byrd is killed  in the Battle of Hastings. BYX52 Stock Photo - Alamy]

The Bayeux Tapestry is a 70 metre long by 50 centimetres tall tapestry that depicts the Norman Conquest of England. It is currently located at the Bayeux Museum in Normandy, France although an agreement exists between the United Kingdom and France for it to be displayed in both countries. It is unknown as to who made it, but it was likely made between after 1082. It is made of linen and embroidered with dyed wool which would not have been cheap. 

The image above is from Section 52 of the Bayeux Tapestry and illustrates the deaths in battle at Hastings of Gyrth Godwinson, Earl of East Anglia and Leofwine Godwinson, Earl of Kent, the fourth and fifth sons and fifth and sixth children respectively of Earl Godwin of Wessex and his wife Gytha Thorkelsdóttir. Through the marriage of their sister Edith to King Edward the Confessor they were brother in laws to the King and through the ascension of their brother Harold Godwinson to the throne they were brothers of the King of England. 

The House of Godwin, to which the brothers belonged, was founded by their father and was one of the most powerful and controversial families in not just England but arguably in Europe. They rose from relative obscurity when Cnut the Great raised Godwin, their founder to the Earldom of Wessex around 1020. They would play a key role in English political life from this up util the Norman Conquest.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Key, John, The House of Godwin: The Rise and Fall of an Anglo-Saxon Dynasty, 2022, Amberly Publishing, Stroud, Introduction. ] 


The Bayeux Tapestry portrays numerous characters from the Norman Conquest of England throughout but the ones of interest in this commentary are Leofwine and Gyrth. The scene above;52; places the deaths of the two brothers prominently in the scene. Bouet observes that the scene ‘singles out and literally celebrates the deaths of Leofwine and Gyrth as warriors in graphic detail’.[footnoteRef:2] Leofwine is wearing a hauberk of mail and wielding a ‘massive’ two handed battle axe; likely a Dane Axe such as those wielded by the King’s elite, the Housecarls.[footnoteRef:3] As he is raising his axe he is stabbed in the back by a spear.  [2:  Bouet, Pierre, The Bayeux Tapestry: Embroidering the facts of history: proceedings of the Cerisy Colloquium (1999), Caen University Press, p-206. ]  [3:  Pollington, (2001), The Oxford Companion to Military History, Housecarls- Oxford References, Oxford University Press. ] 


It is known that both of the brothers fought in the Battle of Hastings and that they both perished in the battle. It appears in this that Gyrth is wielding a sword and is portrayed with a large bushy moustache that would fit in with Anglo-Saxon style. He is the standing figure to the left of the left facing horse. It can be confirmed that neither of the brothers would have ridden a horse during the battle as the Anglo-Saxon army did not possess much of, if any, cavalry.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Gravett, Christopher, (1992), Hastings 1066: The Fall of Saxon England, Campaign, Vol 13, Oxford, UK, Osprey, ch-1.pp-29-31] 


It is not exactly known who produced the tapestry but given that it is made of several sections and contains large amounts of embroidery it was likely manufactured by women which in and of itself opens several new avenues of discussion. It is unusual to come across women leaving a record of history but as the average man would have no knowledge or skill of embroidery, it is likely that women crafted the image. Many questions arise as to who commissioned the work and directed the imagery, and it is also, perhaps, worth investigating whether the female artists were able to subtlety insert any of their own messaging into the image, a sort of imagery subtext, given the unique female medium used. 

It is also not known who commissioned the creation of this tapestry, but several potential candidates have been put forth. Odo of Bayeux, the half-brother of William the Conqueror is a strong contender according to Davis[footnoteRef:5] (reference). Odo was also the Earl of Kent, the Bishop of Bayeux and the richest man in England after the King himself. He eventually fell from grace and was imprisoned by his bother for fraudulent activities whilst in control of England on behalf of his brother who was in Normandy.  [5:  Davis, Michael, (2011), Leofwine and Gyrth: depicting the death of the brothers in the Bayeux Tapestry, The Bayeux Tapestry New Approaches, 2011, Oxbow Books, p-94.] 


Whilst he was imprisoned, Odo would have had the opportunity to commission the piece as his imprisonment appears to have been ‘an honourable confinement’. He would have been able to send and receive messages and most importantly he would have the financial capability to order a work such as this be made. There are several reasons why he could have had this work made but one is that after he was caught raising a private army to try and capture the papal tiara he was imprisoned and commissioned the tapestry to try and sweeten his brother’s attitude towards him through a valuable and impressive gift. 

Davis suggests that the inclusion of Leofwine and Gyrth could be poignant as Wace, the medieval chronicler, portrays that Harold was a rageful, rude and brutish man whilst Gyrth is portrayed as the brother who covers and makes up for his brother’s shortcomings. Gyrth is one of the few people that Harold would listen too. Wace mentions Harold berating an emissary from William and Gyrth basically calming the entire situation down and apologising to the emissary.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Davis, Michael, (2011), Leofwine and Gyrth: depicting the death of the brothers in the Bayeux Tapestry, The Bayeux Tapestry New Approaches, 2011, Oxbow Books] 


Wace also mentions that Gyrth advised Harold to remain in London and recruit more men before marching south to Hastings. This portrayal shows Gyrth as a loyal brother and a skilled advisor and trusted confidant of Harold and may have been intended to remind William of the similar relationship that he once shared with Odo before the Conquest. 

The image has borders that appear to show along the top various animals that may be stand ins for heraldic devices and along the bottom are dead men and broken weapons and shields likely representing the dead in the Battle of Hastings. Many of the dead men are carrying shields that look like shields that the Normans would have used (need to find out which type) as the Anglo-Saxons used round shields. 

Many of the dead also appear to be wearing chainmail hauberks which were standard issue armour among the Anglo-Saxons that could afford armour in the first place plus all of the dead are infantry which comprised the entire Anglo-Saxon army whilst the Norman army had a significant number of both cavalry and archers.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Gravett, Christopher, (1992), Hastings 1066: The Fall of Saxon England, Campaign, Vol 13, Oxford, UK, Osprey, ch-1, pp-29-31. ] 


It appears that this image portrays an event near the end of the battle as the men on foot have cavalry attacking them from both sides hinting that this could be after the Anglo-Saxon army had broken or, if it is a little earlier, it could be that they are victims of a feigned retreat tactic that the Normans employed very successfully during the battle. 

If they are the victims of a feigned retreat, then they may have died trying to rally the troops that charged. Alternatively, they could have been organising the troops that did not charge, and this could be an attempt to portray their deaths as tragic heroes who fought to the end before being slain by men on horseback. It could also have been done this way to portray them as true brothers who fought back to back until the end in defence of their land, supporting the theory that Odo was trying to appeal to his half-brother William. 

The image also provides the names of some of the characters mentioned. The names of Leofwine and Gyrth are mentioned but it is still not fully clear as to which one is which but if we assume that the man beneath the name ‘Gyrth’ is Gyrth then he appears to be armed with a sword and shield. This would be unusual as many of the Anglo-Saxons’ best warriors especially the Housecarls wielded large, two-handed Dane axes instead of swords and the regular Fyrdmen infantry wielded spears and a shield that allowed them to fight in their famed shieldwall formation. However, in this era swords were not cheap and were a mark of status and Gyrth as Earl of East Anglia and the brother of the King would certainly have been able to afford to carry a sword in battle as well as the training and instruction in how to use it. 

It is also apparent that Gyrth is being struck in the lower face or neck by a charging Norman lance whilst trying to fight off the Normans.[footnoteRef:8] He is also carrying a round shield like those carried by the Anglo-Saxons so it could be him. Gyrth wielding a word and shield rather than a Dane axe can be easily explained as he may have lost the axe during the battle or he may have been deployed to command a group of Fyrdmen and elected to equip himself with more appropriate equipment for his task.  [8:  Davis, Michael, Leofwine and Gyrth: depicting the death of the brothers in the Bayeux Tapestry, The Bayeux Tapestry New Approaches, 2011, Oxbow Books. ] 


As for Leofwine his name appears to be above one of the horsemen but I personally believe that it refers to either the slain Anglo-Saxon soldier laying beneath the hooves of the horse or more likely it refers to the Anglo-Saxon wielding the aforementioned Dane Axe and ready to strike with his back turned to the previously mentioned horseman.[footnoteRef:9] If this figure is Leofwine then he is wearing the standard Anglo-Saxon chainmail hauberk and appears to have the standard Anglo-Saxon helmet with a nose guard.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Davis, Michael, Leofwine and Gyrth: depicting the death of the brothers in the Bayeux Tapestry, The Bayeux Tapestry New Approaches, 2011, Oxbow Books. ]  [10:  Marren, Peter, (2004), 1066: The Battles of York, Stamford Bridge and Hastings, Battleground Britain, Barnsley, UK; Leo Cooper, ch-2, p-52. ] 


He is also likely either surrounded with a group of charging men or is desperately trying to rally the men around him. It also appears that a Norman cavalrymen located behind him is skewering him with his lance through the back of the throat. This could be messaging used by Odo to show that a loyal brother has been stabbed in the back in a way that would have been a disgrace according to the knightly chivalric values of the Normans. 

The portrayal of both brothers is of men fighting valiantly and loyally to defend their brother to the end whilst surrounded by a horde of enemy forces. It also shows them fighting afoot whilst they are being slain by men who are horsed. A somewhat unfair fight for any men on foot except for pikemen, Fyrdmen in shieldwall formation or entrenched men of which they are neither.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Bennett, Matthew, Fighting Techniques of the Medieval World AD 500-AD 1500: Equipment, Combat Skills and Tactics, New York, St Martins Press, ch-1, pp-21-22] 


This portrayal evokes some classical themes of tragic heroes standing to the last such as Leonidas and his three hundred Spartans at Thermopylae and in the more recent (for the time at least) Song of Roland in which Roland stood his ground before being slain by innumerable enemies. This portrayal truly is the definition of ‘die on your feet rather than live on your knees’. 

The third figure between the two in the background is also worthy of mention not because I believe him to be either of the two aforementioned men or even a man of prominence but that he is still alive at this point shows the defiance of the English and the loyalty of the Anglo-Saxons’ soldiers to their lords and leaders. 

This portrayal emphasises brotherly loyalty and love and, if the commissioner of this work is Odo, then it is clearly an attempt to remind the wrathful William of the brotherly love and affection that they one held for each other and the trust and faith that they once had in each other before the events of the Conquest. Most especially it was in the aftermath where William relied on Odo as his right-hand man in England when he was unable to be present through his duties as King. 

Overall, this section of the Bayeux Tapestry is one of the most emotionally evoking as it is the last stand of two heroic leaders who stood their ground against a superior foe until the darkness took them. However, I can also conclude that this portrayal has been created to serve the purpose of trying to help Bishop Odo to butter up to his brother after his fall from grace. 
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