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The Tapestry That Bears Her Name and Was Not Hers

In the autumn of 1728 a Benedictine at Bayeux wrote to a colleague at Caen about a curiosity. There was a long embroidery, he said, hung in the nave of the cathedral each summer from the feast of Saint John the Baptist until the end of July, and he passed on what people in the town believed about it. They believed Queen Matilda had made it. The letter reached Bernard de Montfaucon, the most formidable antiquary in France, who went to look for himself. In the first two volumes of his Monuments de la Monarchie française, published in 1729 and 1730, Montfaucon reported that the common opinion at Bayeux held the wife of William the Conqueror responsible for the work, that this passed for tradition in the region, and that he found it highly probable.

That is the origin of the most durable falsehood attached to the Bayeux Tapestry, and it can be dated to a single autumn. Before that letter there is nothing. The earliest surviving mention of the Tapestry in any document is an inventory of the goods of Bayeux cathedral drawn up in 1476, which describes a very long and narrow hanging, embroidered with figures and inscriptions representing the conquest of England, displayed around the nave during the octave of the Relics. It names no maker. No eleventh-century writer mentions the Tapestry at all. Not William of Poitiers, who was William's chaplain and wrote a book in praise of him and who elsewhere noticed English needlework. Not William of Jumièges. Not Orderic Vitalis, who noticed everything.

The argument since has been about which man, or which monastery. In 1957 Francis Wormald showed that whoever designed the Tapestry drew on manuscript illumination from Canterbury. Odo of Bayeux, William's half-brother, is the usual candidate for patron, chiefly because he appears in scenes where he has no obvious business appearing. Howard Clarke has proposed Scolland, abbot of St Augustine's at Canterbury, as the designer. Richard Gameson has argued that the enthroned monk pointing at Mont-Saint-Michel is Scolland himself. Christine Grainge has suggested Lanfranc. In 2014 Elizabeth Carson Pastan and Stephen White published a book-length reassessment rejecting Odo altogether, and arguing that the monks of St Augustine's made the thing for themselves.

They disagree with each other about almost everything. What none of them argues, and what no scholar has argued for over half a century, is that the woman whose name is on the object in French to this day had anything to do with it.

This book begins there because that eighteenth-century guess is the shape of the whole problem.

What Actually Survives: Charters, Chroniclers, a Tomb Slab

Matilda was the daughter of Baldwin V, count of Flanders, and Adela, daughter of King Robert II of France. She was born around 1031, married William, duke of Normandy, in about 1051, governed his duchy while he took England in 1066, was crowned queen at Westminster in 1068, and died at Caen on 2 November 1083. Those are the bones of it, and the record that supports them is smaller than most readers expect.

Four chroniclers matter. William of Poitiers wrote his Gesta Guillelmi in the 1070s. He was the duke's chaplain, he was writing panegyric, and he states that Matilda was left in charge of Normandy in 1066. He is contemporary, he is well informed, and he is not remotely disinterested. William of Jumièges, writing at roughly the same time, supplies the dynastic frame and is confused about the daughters. William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis are the great narrative sources, and both wrote long after she was dead. Orderic was born in 1075. He was an infant when the events that produced his most famous story about Matilda took place, and he set the story down in the Historia Ecclesiastica somewhere between forty and sixty years later. That gap is not a detail. It is the central problem of using him.

The charters are the bedrock. In 1998 David Bates published his edition of the acta of William I, which gathered the surviving documents of the reign and made it possible, for the first time, to count Matilda's appearances rather than imagine them. Charters do not describe people. They record transactions, name parties, and stop. But a document that lists a duchess's consent as necessary to a grant tells the historian something about power that no chronicler thought worth writing down.

There is Domesday Book, compiled three years after her death. Sir Henry Ellis, in his introduction to the Survey, noted that of all the gifts Matilda made to religious houses abroad only two are specified in it: land at Deverel in Wiltshire, given to Bec, and two hides at Frampton in Dorset, given to her husband's foundation of Saint-Étienne at Caen. Two. That is the scale of what the greatest administrative document of the Middle Ages chose to record about the queen who had died three years earlier.

And there is a slab of black stone in the abbey church of La Trinité at Caen, laid over her grave in the eleventh century, with an inscription carved around its edge. It is still there. Her husband's tomb marker across the city is not; the one there now was cut in the nineteenth century. The inscription on Matilda's slab dwells on her descent through her mother from the kings of France, which tells the reader what the people who buried her thought was the most important thing about her.

No letter from her hand survives. No portrait made in her lifetime exists. No words of hers are recorded by anyone who was alive when she spoke them.

The Four Legends and Where They Came From

Four stories about Matilda circulate in every popular account. None appears in an eleventh-century source.

The first is the Tapestry, and Montfaucon's Norman prior has already been dealt with.

The second is the beating. William, told that the count of Flanders' daughter would not stoop to marry a bastard, rides to Bruges, catches her leaving church, drags her from her horse by her braids, throws her into the street in front of her attendants, and rides away. In a variant he corners her in her chamber at Lille and strikes her. Matilda then takes to her bed and announces that she will marry no man but the duke. It is not in William of Poitiers, who had every reason to know and every reason to tell it if it flattered his master. It is not in William of Jumièges. Chapter 2 traces where it does first appear.

The third is Brihtric. Matilda, it is said, loved an Anglo-Saxon thegn who came to Flanders on an embassy, was refused by him, and took her revenge twenty years later as queen of England by confiscating his lands and shutting him in prison, where he died. The story attaches itself to a real man. Brihtric son of Ælfgar held great estates in Gloucestershire and lost them. The romance was welded onto the dispossession afterwards, and Chapter 7 shows by whom.

The fourth is her size. According to the Guinness Book of Records Matilda was England's smallest queen, at four feet two inches. The figure derives from an excavation of her tomb at Caen in 1959, and it is worth following carefully, because the way it was manufactured is a small model of how the rest of her reputation was made.

Matilda's grave had been broken open during the Wars of Religion in the sixteenth century and its contents scattered. What the nuns of La Trinité gathered up and reburied was incomplete. When that partial skeleton was examined in 1959, the surviving femur and tibia were measured and her height calculated at 152 centimetres, about five feet, which is unremarkable for an eleventh-century woman. The French press reported four foot two. The scientists had said nothing of the kind. The figure entered the next generation of history books anyway, and from there it reached Guinness.

It was demolished, twenty years later, by an obstetrician. Sir Jack Dewhurst, president of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, was writing a book on royal confinements and did not believe a word of it. Matilda bore at least nine children, and eight of them reached adulthood. A woman of four feet two inches, he pointed out, does not do that. Dewhurst wrote to Professor Dastugue of the Institut d'Anthropologie at Caen, who had led the 1959 dig, and was told plainly that they had never claimed she was short. He published the correction in 1981, in the Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, under the title "A historical obstetric enigma: how tall was Matilda?"

It has made no difference whatever. The four foot two is still repeated.

Marc Morris, who reconstructed this sequence, adds a caution that this book will honour. The skeleton measured in 1959 was fragmentary, and the tomb had been ransacked four centuries earlier. Whether the bones examined were Matilda's at all depends on how carefully the nuns swept up. The same doubt attaches to the bones of William the Conqueror, exhumed in the same campaign.

There is a pattern in the four legends. Each converts a woman who exercised authority into a woman defined by her body: beaten into consent, spurned in love, sewing by the fire, freakishly small.

Two Centuries of Writing About Her

Matilda has the odd distinction of being the first queen in the first great work of English queenly biography, and of being badly served by it. Agnes Strickland's Lives of the Queens of England from the Norman Conquest was published in twelve volumes between 1840 and 1848, written jointly with her sister Elizabeth, who refused to have her name on the title page. Volume one opens with Matilda of Flanders. Strickland was industrious, immensely popular, and uncritical. She took the beating in Bruges, the thwarted love for Brihtric, and the needle in Matilda's hand at Bayeux, and she wove them into a narrative of feminine sentiment that was reset and reissued for the next seventy years, in editions running from Colburn in the 1840s to George Bell and Sons in 1908. Most of the romantic detail still circulating about Matilda can be traced back through Strickland.

The professional historians who followed did not correct her so much as ignore her subject. Edward Augustus Freeman's History of the Norman Conquest, published at Oxford between 1867 and 1879, is one of the monuments of Victorian scholarship, and it treats Matilda as an incident in her husband's life. David Douglas published William the Conqueror in 1964, the standard biography for two generations, and the wife who governed his duchy while he was in England appears in it as a supporting player. David Bates, whose William the Conqueror of 2016 replaced Douglas, is far more alert to her, and Bates had already done the thing that made serious work on Matilda possible when he edited the acta in 1998. Once the charters were properly published, she could be counted.

The recovery, when it came, came from historians of queenship rather than from historians of the Conquest. Lucien Musset wrote on her in French. Elisabeth van Houts established what can be known about the Mora and the Norman fleet in her work on the Ship List in 1988, and wrote the entry on Matilda in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Pauline Stafford's study of Emma and Edith gave the field a method for reading a queen out of documents that were never meant to describe her. And Laura Gathagan spent a quarter of a century on Matilda, beginning with an article on the coronation in the Haskins Society Journal in 1999 and ending with The Queenship of Mathilda of Flanders, published by Boydell in April 2025, the first full-scale scholarly treatment the queen has ever received.

Gathagan organises the life not chronologically but through the body, with chapters called Blood, Hands, Fingers, Head, Mouth, Flesh and Corpse. The conceit carries a real argument: that Matilda's queenship was public and performed, expressed through liturgy, architecture and the visible exercise of justice rather than through the private influence historians habitually allow medieval queens. It is not a flawless book. Reviewing it in History Today in January 2026, Florence Scott judged the coronation chapter factually confused and found significant inaccuracies in some of the Latin translations. It also costs eighty-five pounds and is written for specialists.

For general readers the field is thinner. Tracy Borman's Matilda: Wife of the Conqueror, First Queen of England appeared in 2011 and is the book most people will have met.

This one aims at the space between. Gathagan's evidence without Gathagan's price. The standard it sets itself is simple enough for any reader to check: every claim in the chapters that follow is either attributed to a named source or labelled as inference.

Attestation, Reconstruction, Silence: The Method of This Book

Three categories run through what follows.

Attestation is what a source states. That Matilda was crowned at Westminster at Whitsun in 1068 by Ealdred, archbishop of York, is attested. That she died on 2 November 1083 is attested. Claims of this kind are given with the source named in the text rather than buried in an endnote.

Reconstruction is inference, offered as inference. Her birth date is a reconstruction. No source records it. It is arrived at by working backwards from the papal prohibition of October 1049, which presumes she was near marriageable age, and forwards from the births of her children. Around 1031 is the usual answer, and probably is the correct word for it.

Silence governs more of this life than anyone would like. There is no evidence of what Matilda thought about the invasion of England, whether she urged it or feared it. There is no evidence of her devotional habits, her appearance, or her last hours. Where the sources are silent, so is this book. It does not describe her wedding, because nobody recorded it. It does not describe her deathbed, because the men who did so were not there and were writing fifty years later.

Why Matilda Is Worth the Difficulty

In the autumn of 1066 William took the greater part of the fighting strength of Normandy across the Channel on an enterprise any sober observer would have called reckless. The duchy did not collapse behind him. It was not invaded, it did not rise, and what he came back to was intact. It was intact because his wife was governing it, in the name of their adolescent son, and William of Poitiers, who was there, says so. She did it again through the decade that followed, whenever William was in England, which was most of the time.

She was crowned in England in her own right at Whitsun 1068, anointed, with the laudes regiae sung over her. That was a choice, and it was not required, and Gathagan has argued at length about what it was for. It made her a queen rather than a king's wife.

And when her eldest son rebelled against his father in the late 1070s and went into exile, Matilda sent him money. Orderic Vitalis, writing decades afterwards, says that when William discovered it he was incandescent, and that she stood her ground.

The woman who did these things is remembered for a tapestry she did not make, a beating no contemporary records, a lover who may never have existed, and a height she did not have.
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Baldwin V and the Making of a Great Principality

When the annalists of Blandinium, the abbey of Saint Peter at Ghent, recorded the death of Matilda's father on 1 September 1067, they used four words. Obiit Baldwinus potentissimus marchisus. There died Baldwin, most powerful marquis. The annalists of Elmare added that he was buried at Lille, in the collegiate church he had founded, and which gave him the name he is still known by. Baldwin of Lille.

Most powerful was not flattery. It was geography, and Baldwin spent thirty years converting geography into leverage.

The Treaty of Verdun in 843 divided the empire of Charlemagne among his grandsons, and in the north the line ran along the river Scheldt. West of it lay the kingdom that became France. East of it lay the realm that became the Empire. Flanders is the one great principality that sat astride that line. Its counts held their western lands from the king of France, where they ranked among the twelve peers of the realm, and their eastern lands from the German emperor. Historians call the two halves Crown Flanders and Imperial Flanders. Baldwin IV had begun the eastward push, extracting Valenciennes, the burgraviate of Ghent, the land of Waes and Zeeland in fief from Henry II. Baldwin V finished it, crossing the Scheldt to take the south-western corner of Brabant and holding the reclaimed marshland facing South Beveland, the district called the Four Offices. What he owed to two overlords, neither could easily reclaim, because each would have had to face the other to do it.

Beneath the politics lay wool. Bruges had been the county's principal North Sea port since the tenth century. Ghent commanded the meeting of the Leie and the Scheldt, Lille was the southern hub, and Saint-Omer sat on the Aa. The great Flemish cloth industry that made Ghent and Ypres the workshops of northern Europe belongs, in its mature form, to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and it would be false to project it wholesale onto Baldwin's reign. But the mechanism was already turning. English wool crossed the Channel, Flemish looms turned it into cloth, and the wealth of the towns rose. The Channel was not a barrier between England and Flanders. It was the road between the sheep and the loom.

Governing that country meant governing violence. Flanders was one of the heartlands of the Peace of God, the movement by which bishops and abbots tried to place peasants, clergy and church property beyond the reach of aristocratic feud by threatening the feuders with damnation. Geoffrey Koziol's study of monks and feuds in eleventh-century Flanders shows how the thing actually worked on the ground, and one episode from Baldwin's own reign shows it better than any summary. The abbey of Lobbes was wrecked during the Lotharingian rebellion, and to recover the Flemish estates it had lost, the abbot took the bones of Saint Ursmar, the house's founder, on tour through Flanders. The relics travelled from place to place from 1060, working miracles, settling feuds between the people who came to see them, and building the pressure that would eventually persuade the count to give the land back. That is what enforcement looked like in Baldwin's Flanders. An abbot had to carry a dead saint round the county to get his land back from the count.

Set that beside Normandy. In October 1047, at the Council of Caen, William proclaimed the Truce of God through his duchy: no private war from Wednesday evening until Monday morning, and none on holy days. The duke himself was exempt from it. The same institution, in the two countries, did opposite work. In Flanders the Peace of God was a movement of churchmen trying to restrain a count and his barons. In Normandy it was an instrument of ducal power, and what it announced was that nobody in the duchy might make war except the duke. Matilda was raised under the first arrangement and married into the second, and the difference between them is one of the more useful ways of understanding what she had come from and what she was going to.

The war that made and nearly broke Baldwin began in 1044, when Henry III granted him a fief inside the Empire, largely to spite Godfrey the Bearded of Lorraine. Baldwin repaid the emperor by joining Godfrey. In 1046 he and Godfrey and Dirk IV of Holland rose together and set the whole western border of the Empire alight, burning the imperial palace at Nijmegen. The sources give the year as 1046 or 1047 and do not agree. For three years the rebels held. Then, in 1049, the imperial counteroffensive came, led by the bishops of Utrecht, Liège and Metz. Dirk of Holland was killed. Baldwin lost Valenciennes to Herman, count of Mons and Hainaut, and was forced to surrender the march of Eename.

That is the position Baldwin was in when William of Normandy came asking for his daughter, and it explains everything about what happened next.

Then Herman died, and Baldwin did the thing that defines him. He married his eldest son to Herman's widow, Richilde, and arranged that her children by her first marriage were disinherited. Hainaut passed into the house of Flanders without a battle and without an inheritance claim worth the name. It was also, under imperial law, illegal, since the marriage required the emperor's consent and did not have it. War resumed. In 1053 Baldwin and his son burned the lands of the bishop of Liège. Henry III came north with a large army in 1054 and failed to dislodge them. When Henry died in 1056 his widow, Agnes of Poitou, ruling as regent, ratified the seizure by treaty. Baldwin had rebelled against the Empire for a decade, been excommunicated, been beaten in the field, and finished with more imperial land than he had started with. The sources disagree about the date of Herman's death, some giving 1049 and some 1051, and the difference matters, because it decides whether the Hainaut coup came before or after the pope
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