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About the Book

The vivid scenes on the Bayeux Tapestry depict the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings in 1066. It is one of Europe’s greatest treasures and its own story is full of drama and surprise.

Who commissioned the tapestry? Was it Bishop Odo, William’s ruthless half-brother? Or Harold’s dynamic sister Edith, juggling for a place in the new court? Hicks shows us this world and the miracle of the tapestry’s making the stitches, dyes and strange details in the margins. For centuries it lay ignored in Bayeux cathedral until its ‘discovery’ in the eighteenth century. It became a symbol of power as well as art: townsfolk saved it during the French Revolution; Napoleon displayed it to promote his own conquest; the Nazis strove to make it their own; and its influence endures today.

This marvellous book, packed with thrilling stories, shows how we remake history in every age and how a great work of art has a life of its own.


About the Author
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What They Said

‘The noblest monument of English antiquity abroad’ – William Stukeley

‘Very curious and authentic’ – David Hume

‘Records one of the most memorable deeds of the French nation and preserves the memory of the pride and courage of our ancestors’ – Napoleon Bonaparte

‘The most interesting thing conceivable’ – John Ruskin

‘The work of very feeble amateurs’ – Charles Dickens

‘Very quaint and rude and very interesting – William Morris

‘A story told with irresistible charm’ – Winston Churchill

‘Important for our glorious and cultured Germanic history’ – Heinrich Himmler


Prologue

Bletchley Park. 18 August 1944. An ugly Victorian mansion and a proliferation of low wooden huts so bleak and institutional that locals assume they house the mad. But this is Station X, a city of 10,000 codebreakers, deciphering the enemy’s radio signals with the aid of machines, brilliant minds and unremitting concentration. Top priority amongst the messages being intercepted today are those from Berlin to Paris, 11 weeks after D-Day, a time when the Allied forces are moving so rapidly that Hitler is planning to destroy the city rather than let it fall to them intact. Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, Hitler’s second-in-command, has wired Carl Oberg, head of the Gestapo and SS in France. This urgent communication is decrypted by Hut 6, then passed on to Hut 3 where it is translated, analysed by a military adviser, evaluated by the duty officer and finally referred to higher authorities. But the message puzzles everyone, for it does not deal with troop movements or arrangements for the impending evacuation. It concerns the Bayeux Tapestry. ‘Do not forget to bring the Bayeux Tapestry,’ commands Himmler. He has had his eye on it for four years and has already had it moved to the Louvre from a safe place in the country. Before Paris is blown to bits, he wants the Tapestry out.

Four days later, two SS officers attempt to seize it from the Louvre, but they are too late: the Resistance has occupied the building and the Allies are about to enter Paris. If Himmler had sent his message just a few days earlier, the Tapestry would have been loaded into the back of an SS truck to begin a hazardous drive out of France, which it probably would not have survived. This is just one example of the miraculous survival, time and time again, of this familiar and well-loved hanging. Himmler’s ominous desire to possess it reflects the fascination it has held for so many, a national monument, but one that different nations – English, French and German – have all claimed as their own. They have read in it what they wanted to find. Yet the greatness of the work lies in its ability to adapt to so many different interpretations without losing its own integrity. Its ambiguity remains its strength. This book tells the story of the effect it has had on people and the many different ways in which they have used or understood it over the centuries. Himmler was not alone.


I

Embroidering History
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1
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The Plot
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The Bayeux Tapestry provides a far-from-impartial account of a political event, the last successful invasion of England. Its climax is the Battle of Hastings, 14 October 1066, when William, Duke of the Normans, defeated Harold, King of the English, and claimed the kingdom for himself. A masterpiece of spin, in every sense of the word, which had taken months to plan and hundreds of hours to make, the Tapestry was intended to recall the causes and course of the invasion at a time when the Norman regime needed support. To reinforce the legitimate case for William’s tenure of the English throne, someone thought it desirable to record the events that led up to the victory in order to provide the target audience not merely with a vivid re-creation of the victorious campaigns they had fought, but with a carefully doctored account of recent history.

Although first described as a tapestry (tapisserie) in the eighteenth century, the work is not true tapestry (where designs are woven in by the mechanical action of shuttle and loom), but an embroidery, in this case a strip of linen hand-decorated by needle and woollen threads. But the old name is now an inseparable part of the work, and this book will refer to the Tapestry instead of the more accurate Broderie de Bayeux. The dimensions are remarkable: at least 70 metres long (the end is missing) by a mere 50 centimetres wide. This provides the framework for an epic frieze, history’s first cartoon strip, a sequence of scenes that are not divided into separate frames but presented as a continuous narrative, one incident flowing effortlessly into the next. The eye is carried along from left to right, not just by the excitement of the story but also by a whole series of sophisticated visual links: a character in one scene will point his finger towards the next, his body may be facing left, but his head or feet are already turning the other way. Trees and buildings serve as punctuation marks ending one incident and starting the next, yet the details enchant and delay. When you focus on any of the gesticulating groups of characters, a wealth of information about daily life emerges – clothes, tools and weapons, ornaments, digging a trench, planing a plank, how a horse clambers out of a ship, the trappings of falconry – all intricately depicted through dynamic little figures no more than a few centimetres high.

The story starts in the year 1064, when Edward, King of England (a man so devout that he would become known as Edward the Confessor), sends his most powerful subject, his brother-in-law Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex, on a mission to France. Edward, identified by the first of a series of 58 laconic inscriptions, is a bearded, dignified figure who sits enthroned, wearing his crown and bearing his sceptre of state: this is official business. His exaggerated forefinger touches that of Harold, a galvanising gesture like that of God creating Adam on Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling: Edward’s tactile command was the starting point for all that followed. The mission was evidently peaceful, for Harold and his retinue set off unarmed, taking with them hounds and hawk, those high-status accessories for hunting (Edward’s favourite activity and the main leisure pursuit of the aristocracy) that served as standard gifts between men of rank: Harold was going on an embassy, which Norman sources announced was to pledge his loyalty to William, Duke of Normandy, Edward’s kinsman and designated successor to the English crown. This purpose would be challenged by an English chronicler, who claimed that Harold went to seek the release of kinsmen whom William was holding as hostages.1
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The story begins. King Edward commands Harold to go to Normandy. But why?

Harold and his men ride to his manor at Bosham, on the Solent, where they pray, then feast, while waiting for a favourable wind to set sail for Normandy. Their embarkation has delightful details: with hose removed and tunics rolled up, two men wade barefoot through the waves carrying the precious hounds and hawk on board. But the winds are too strong, blowing the English party off course to the east and forcing them to land in the hostile territory of Count Guy of Ponthieu, William’s rebellious vassal. Guy and his soldiers seize Harold and strip him of his sword, symbolising his helpless position as a captive who could now be held for ransom. As well as this indignity, the wider menace is highlighted by the alien appearance of Guy and his threatening troops, all resembling skinheads, with very short hair shaved right up the back of the neck. This Norman-French fashion was in marked opposition to the style of the English, who had moustaches and much longer hair, cavaliers rather than roundheads. This effeteness shocked one French commentator in describing them ‘with their combed and oiled tresses’ as ‘ladyboys’ (feminei iuvenes) and ‘reluctant warriors’, a gender divide enhanced by the English fondness for short tunics in contrast to the Normans’ breeches. And the English, for their part, assumed that all Norman soldiers were priests because of their bare faces and tonsure-like cropped heads.2

Fortunately for Harold, one of his men, identifiably English because of his moustache, has escaped to tell Duke William of their plight, and William makes his first appearance seated in state on an ornately carved stool; an elaborate costume also emphasises his rank, which sports the unique feature of tasselled garters worn just below the knee in this and in his next scene. (Evidently a demanding dresser, he subsequently displays similar fancy tassels round his neck: such accessories were normally a feature of gold-embroidered vestments worn by the clergy.) William sends messengers who command Guy to release Harold and bring him to William. The count has to obey. These events take place in an apparently confusing chronological sequence, for we first see William’s messengers negotiating with Guy, then William receiving the news of Harold’s capture, and then the messengers galloping to Guy so rapidly that their hair stands on end. This could be an attempt to suggest the urgency or simultaneity of events, or perhaps record that William had to send a second demand, because Guy ignored the first. Or there is the simpler explanation that the designs for the separate scenes got accidentally transposed and irrevocably sewn. Another intriguing feature is a bearded dwarf who holds the reins of the messengers’ horses. A caption above his head announces Turold, and his identity has been the source of endless but ultimately fruitless speculation, for the name may not apply to him at all, but to the figure of the adjacent messenger.
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Harold and his men wade bare-legged to the boat, carrying their prized hunting dogs. The hawk’s jesses (leather leg straps) are carefully shown. The border (below) illustrates one of Aesop’s animal fables, the Wolf and the Lamb.

William, bearing his long-awaited hawk, and with his new hounds gambolling alongside, escorts Harold to his palace at Rouen. Here there is a confrontation, with Harold poised vulnerably between William seated in state and a group of armed men. He turns towards William, but indicates with his other hand a bearded man, evidently not a Norman, so perhaps one of the hostages. The negotiations also seem to involve the woman who stands as if protected within a doorway whose carved jambs are topped by fierce animal heads. Yet her seclusion is being breached by a tonsured man whose hand touches her face. The inscription above, Where a certain clerk and Ælfgyva, lacks a verb, the only example of an uncompleted phrase in all the inscriptions. Like the other names in the Tapestry, ‘Ælfgyva’ is Latinised, a version of ‘Ælfgifu’ (Elf-gift), a popular Anglo-Saxon female name. The elided AE proved that the scribe who wrote the captions was familiar with English spelling. (The plate is in Chapter 23.)
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Guy of Ponthieu commands Harold, his captive guest, to disarm before their meeting.
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William’s messengers gallop so urgently to Harold’s rescue that the wind blows their hair on end.

Although the first audiences knew perfectly well what part she played in the events depicted, we can no longer be sure who she was, although many have tried to identify her. Some believe that the intrusive gesture of the clerk and the presence of suggestive nude figures in the border below hint at some complex sexual scandal widely known at the time. Others have thought she was the subject of the talks between William and Harold. Contemporary Norman writers claimed that Harold agreed to marry one of William’s daughters, or offered his sister in marriage to one of the duke’s followers as part of the deal ensuring his support. So Ælfgyva might have been one of William’s daughters, here given an English name, or, more likely, Harold’s younger sister, who was really called Ælfgifu.

There have also been more fanciful suggestions: the image is the flashback to a long-deceased royal consort, either Queen Emma-Ælfgifu (King Edward’s mother) or Ælfgifu of Northampton (King Cnut’s first wife), both ladies of doubtful reputation, inserted here to refer to the ambiguous nature of the succession. Yet she has also been identified as a nun, on the basis of her enveloping robes and the protective nature of the columns on either side, and even as the abbess being commissioned to make the Tapestry. All attempts to define the clerk’s gesture – erotic chin-stroking, punitive face-slapping, unveiling, symbolically penetrating – have related to whichever historical person Ælfgyva was meant to be. But the designer’s job was not to create new images. He drew on a repertoire of familiar motifs and his audience could see that the clerk was committing some sort of intrusion by his actual touch, while her raised hands were in the gesture that implied submission.

To what extent the decorated borders above and below contribute to the story in the central portion is also contentious. In this section, there seems to be a direct connection. Below and immediately to the left of the woman, the viewer’s attention is drawn to a blatantly well-endowed nude male whose arms (one akimbo, one extended) copy in reverse the posture of the clerk. To the left of this little figure, another naked man, who bears an axe, advances threateningly. Is the border referring to the tough new order that William imposed? According to the contemporary Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, he was ‘stern beyond all measure to those who resisted his will … if any man had intercourse with a woman against her will, he was forthwith castrated’. The axe-man and his intended victim might represent an ironical comment on this regime, making a veiled reference to an actual or attempted rape and perhaps confirming the sexual nature of the incident in the scene above.3

Whatever the scene meant, it did not prevent William and Harold from becoming companions in arms in order to campaign against William’s enemy, Count Conan of Brittany. Harold demonstrates his bravery, especially when he saves two soldiers from the quicksands at the estuary of the Couesnon by Mont-St-Michel. This is a dramatic sequence where we see water levels rise, men and horses sucked down and the valiant Harold, a giant in size as in courage, heaving one soldier over his shoulder while he drags out the second. The Normans besiege the castle of Dol, Conan escapes to Dinan, but is forced to surrender to William before the town is torched. In the following scene, William presents arms – helmet, coat of mail, sword and lance – to Harold in recognition of his conduct; receiving this honour from such a great leader signals Harold’s submission to William as his overlord. And he commits himself further in the next scene, whose caption simply reads Where Harold made an oath to Duke William, but tantalisingly refrains from stating what he pledged. The solemn nature of the oath is reinforced by the image of Harold touching two ornate shrines, which contained (according to the written sources) the bones and relics of the most powerful saints. Yet the scene also hints that Harold is under duress: the majestic figure of William, seated formally on his throne and bearing a sword, dominates and threatens. It would be no sin to break an oath that had been obtained by force.
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Harold the hero, rescuing soldiers from the quicksands. Fish and eels wriggle along the border below.

Immediately afterwards, as if one event were contingent on the other, Harold sails back to England, those impatiently waiting for his return indicated by a row of little heads in profile watching from the windows of a tall building. He goes straight to King Edward, whose beard is now longer than in the first scene, and whose increasing frailty is indicated by the stick he grasps. But Harold seems to be in disgrace. He is submissively hunched, standing between two attendants who bear threateningly large axes: Edward is displeased with him. It is one of the enduring fascinations of the Tapestry that the king’s intentions remain unclear, their very ambiguity perhaps designed to let those first spectators make their own interpretation. Had Edward changed his mind about appointing William as his heir, if this was what Harold had pledged himself to support?
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People watch anxiously for Harold’s long-delayed voyage home. The border (above) shows Aesop’s fable of the Crane’s narrow escape from the Wolf.
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Harold’s hunched, defensive posture suggests that he fears the king’s response to his news. Edward sits majestically on an ornate cushion, and there are hangings on the wall behind.

This is the implication of the next group of scenes, showing Edward’s death and funeral, followed immediately by Harold’s uncontested succession in accordance with the king’s last words. Two adjacent captions spell it out. (The plates are in the colour section.) The first is a message so important that it was placed, exceptionally, in the narrow border above, instead of being within the same frame as the figures to which it refers: Here King Edward in bed speaks to his faithful followers. Around the bed we see those who witnessed this final command – an attendant, a tonsured cleric, the queen and Harold himself, whose fingers Edward again touches with his own. In the next scene, the inscription reads Here they gave the king’s crown to Harold. It could not be more obvious that he had not seized the crown, but was bequeathed it: the man who offers Harold the crown points back towards the dying king in another of those connecting visual devices that convey more than words.

This is another chronologically confusing sequence, for Edward’s death is preceded by his funeral procession towards St Peter’s at Westminster, the church he founded – so recently completed that the builder is still setting the weathervane in place and the hand of God hovers above to indicate divine approval. The building was consecrated on 28 December 1065, just a week before Edward’s death on 5 January 1066. The deliberate dislocation speeds up the narrative, for Harold’s coronation immediately follows his receipt of the crown. Enthroned and crowned, he holds the orb and sceptre, and accepts the sword of state from a pair of witnesses. The Archbishop of Canterbury attends him, significantly labelled Archbishop Stigand, a man already excommunicated by the current Pope following his unlawful appointment to the see by a disgraced predecessor. So the coronation ceremony, however splendid, could be invalid.
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Harold accepts the crown in accordance with Edward’s dying command.

Next comes an uneasy Harold, still enthroned, but now hunched sideways and framed by portents of doom. In the upper border is an object captioned The Star, which was really Halley’s Comet (seen on 24 April, 1066). This is matched in the lower border by a fleet of ghost-like ships, ethereal because they are stitched in outline only, with no coloured infill. These hint at a future seaborne invasion, either that of William, or perhaps that of the King of Norway, another claimant to the throne, in alliance with Harold’s estranged brother Tostig.

Although Harold has been the leading character so far, William takes centre-stage in the second half of the unfolding drama. News of Harold’s accession reaches Normandy, where William sits in conclave with a tonsured figure, his half-brother Odo, Bishop of Bayeux. Although the caption says Here Duke William ordered the ships to be built, it is the bishop who relays the instructions to the chief shipwright, a man holding an adze. Then a lively sequence summarises a massive operation, the medieval equivalent of preparing for D-Day: tree-felling, planing timbers, the construction of clinker-built sailboats, dragging them to the sea and loading them with armour (suits of chainmail, helmets and swords, arrows and shields) and vital provisions. The most precious is a great keg of wine, so important that one of the captions mentions it: Here they are pulling the cart with wine and weapons. The Channel crossing is a magnificent panorama of striped ships with Viking dragon-head prows. The troop ships display a row of shields slung along the side, but others are carrying warhorses (crucial to the success of William’s campaign, for the Normans, unlike the English, fought on horseback). Smaller ships, placed in the gaps above those bearing horses or men, may represent an innovative attempt at perspective and certainly give a sense of depth and distance.
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‘Uneasy lies the head’. Harold hears bad news: the comet above is a sinister omen which heralds the invasion fleet that looms below.

Once landed, the immediate activities of the invading army proved that, then as now, it travelled on its stomach. The troops loot, cook and serve food – spit-roast meat and chicken on skewers, newly baked bread, a stew.fn1 Ordinary soldiers eat off a table made out of a shield supported on trestles, while their leaders enjoy a grander meal at a round table, after Bishop Odo has blessed the food and wine in a solemn image that the designer almost certainly copied from a Last Supper illustration in a manuscript at Canterbury. William then holds a strategy meeting with Odo and his other half-brother Robert, after which, we are told, He ordered defences to be dug at Hastings, the Norman base. Then follows a poignant image, not specific to this conflict, but a general comment on all wars: a woman and her young son, innocent victims of conflict, flee their home when soldiers set it on fire. Torching villages was an integral element of William’s official policy of punishing those ‘stupid people’ who did not immediately surrender to him.4
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The last successful invasion of England. William’s fleet contained nearly 800 ships, many specially adapted for the revolutionary transport of warhorses, the Normans’ secret weapon.

The Tapestry telescopes time. Harold’s adventures in France may have lasted several months, while nine months passed from Edward’s death to the invasion of the Normans. Yet the last third of the Tapestry covers just one day, 14 October 1066, the closely fought Battle of Hastings. The designer has excelled, producing a unique visual record of an event that changed history, with daring and dramatic handling of the massed groups of men and of horses, scenes of bravery and violence, toppling figures, a hail of arrows, the hazardous uneven terrain. The sequence starts with the advance of the Norman cavalry, moving forward in speed from walk to gallop. Inspired by a speech from William, they charge the English army, who flourish battleaxes and spears and protect themselves by the formidable shield-wall. Harold’s brothers Gyrth and Leofwine are killed, but the English, advantaged by their hilltop position, continue to hold their own. A caption impassively announces Here the English and the French fell at the same time in the battle, which is almost literally underlined by the lower border, which shows the real horrors that both sides suffered, shocking scenes of butchered men and horses, dismembered limbs, corpses being looted for their armour, men fighting for possession of a dead man’s shield, bringing graphically to life the later chronicler’s vision: ‘the mangled bodies that had been the flower of the English nobility and youth covered the ground as far as the eye could see’.5
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The Norman leaders sit down to a civilised dinner to celebrate the unopposed start to their campaign. Bishop Odo blesses the meal.
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Casualties of war. A woman and her son escape from their blazing house torched by the soldiers.
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The Norman cavalry lines up at the start of the battle, preparing to charge the axe-wielding English foot soldiers.

[image: image]

The realities of battle. These graphic images fill the lower border, as if the bodies were being trampled underfoot.

When rumours spread that William has fallen, Bishop Odo rallies the flagging Norman troops. As a man of the church, he is not meant to wield a blood-shedding sword, but gets round this by brandishing a mace. Then the duke reveals himself by raising the face-piece of his helmet, a courageous action in the middle of battle, and a new wave of Norman archers tip the balance, until Those who were with Harold fell. The next caption, Here King Harold was killed spans two figures, the familiar mail-clad warrior seemingly clutching the arrow that has penetrated his helmet, and then a second being cut down by the sword of a mounted Norman. The death of the leader meant the end of the struggle. One of the written sources described the fate of the English: ‘Their ranks broke and they fled with all speed, to suffer divers fates. Some tried to escape on horses they had managed to catch, others on foot, either on the roads or through the untrodden wastes.’6 These are the images, as far as can be reconstructed, at the tattered end of the Tapestry. The last part is missing altogether, already lost when the hanging was first illustrated in the early eighteenth century. It may have shown the surrender of the English and the coronation of William in Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day 1066, a concluding regal image to match those of Edward at the beginning and Harold in the middle.
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The death of Harold. After a hail of Norman arrows, a Norman sword hacks him down.

The whole Tapestry is a narrative tour de force, an epic told by images rather than words. The layout heightens its meaning, for the central portion where the story unfolds has narrow borders above and below, decorated with pairs of animals and birds and some anecdotal scenes, all set in separate compartments, which may or may not refer to the events they frame. Although they were embroidered in the sturdy wool and linen of north-west European tradition, the source of many of these images lay in precious woven silks from the eastern Mediterranean world, the products of Byzantine, Syrian and Islamic workshops. These precious fabrics were coveted and collected in the West, where local craftsmen – stone sculptors, mural painters, metal workers and manuscript illuminators – lovingly imitated their designs. Framing the tale of Harold and William with motifs that originated in a more luxurious medium enhanced the value of the Tapestry for its first viewers, who could imagine that it was just such a silk. In the same way that its coloured wools used a stitching technique devised for expensive gold thread, so its rows of paired animals adopted the loom’s symmetrical repetitions and ignored the freedom of embroidery. The other border scenes copied manuscripts. Together they provided a constant source of entertainment and intrigue by combining fashionable ornament with subtly complex meanings and references. The spectator’s eyes could read the hanging from left to right, but the border motifs also required them to move up, down and diagonally. When the main story needed more space, the designer ignored the boundaries: the panorama of the Channel crossing took over the entire upper border, while the battle spilled into the lower one.

The third component of the Tapestry is the series of inscriptions that refer to scenes and to individuals. Written in Latin, the common language of the church, they were tempered by Norman-French and Anglo-Saxon, composed perhaps by a continental cleric for manufacture in England. The inscriptions were used as labels to identify people – King Edward, Duke William, and so on – and places, such as Bosham, Bayeux, Mont-St-Michel. They also described in brief phrases what happenened in the various scenes: Where Harold and Guy are talking, or Here the troops set out from Hastings.fn2

The captions seem to have been inserted in the original design after all the figures, background details and borders had been laid out. The words can be awkwardly placed, split in two, abbreviated or squeezed into totally inadequate spaces between the figures. This raises two questions: was the text an integral part of the original scheme or an afterthought? And was the person who decided the content of each scene also the one who drew the figures? There may have been a whole team of assistants who scaled up the original drawings, and others who copied the captions. This would account for the variants of lettering and the spelling of names: WILLEM, WILLELM, or WILGELM; EDWARD or EADWARD; plus the distinctively Anglo-Saxon forms ÆLFGYVA and GYRÐ. The words often appear to state the obvious – sometimes so obvious as to be superfluous – yet occasionally image and text disagree. So the inscriptions are, for us, a frustrating shorthand, indicating something that did not need to be spelt out, either because of political discretion or because the first spectators were thoroughly familiar with the deeds of the famous people depicted.

The real key to the meaning and purpose of the Tapestry is understanding why this particular version of events was commissioned. Contemporaries, and authors writing a generation or so later, provided several accounts of the Norman Conquest. The interpretation depended upon the nationality of the writer. The Norman line, set out by the monk-historian William of Jumièges in his Deeds of the Norman Dukes (completed in 1070), and even more strongly by the Conqueror’s own chaplain and legal expert, William of Poitiers, in his Deeds of William (c.1074), was that Edward had promised the succession to his kinsman William and sent Harold to Normandy to pledge his loyalty. When Harold broke the oath sworn on holy relics, he became an official enemy of the church, as well as a traitor and usurper: William therefore had the backing of the law and of the Pope when he claimed the throne.

Considering the outcome of Hastings, the English response could only be muted, but the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle implied in its entry for the year 1066 that since Edward had appointed Harold his successor, William’s invasion was an act of aggression. And it briefly noted the resulting violence. It made no mention of Harold’s visit to Normandy. The Life of King Edward, commissioned by Queen Edith, his wife and then widow, and compiled between 1065 and 1067, also stressed that Edward had entrusted the kingdom to Harold.

In the early years of the twelfth century, with the Anglo-Norman kingdom more soundly established, a new generation of historians approached the subject with a little more detachment and sympathy, and less concern with justification. They inevitably drew on the earlier versions, but contributed new details and glosses. William of Malmesbury’s Deeds of the English Kings s (c. 1124) suggested that Harold had set sail on an innocent fishing trip, but got blown off course. His enforced oath to William was the only means of returning to England. The extensive and well-researched Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, writing at St-Evroul in Normandy in the 1120s, conceded that Harold had committed perjury, but also criticised the Normans, especially Bishop Odo, and revealed the dreadful conditions in England after the occupation, which Orderic had witnessed as a child. Eadmer, a Canterbury monk, had a more biased view. His History of Recent Events in England (1110–30) looked back nostalgically to pre-Conquest times and reported that Harold was Edward’s appointed heir, who went to Normandy only to reclaim the hostages, although he did agree to marry William’s daughter. A generation later, Robert Wace, a canon of Bayeux Cathedral, wrote the Roman de Rou (1160s), a poetical account of the deeds of Rollo, the founder of Normandy, and his descendants, which repeated that Edward had promised William the succession. As Wace’s father had fought at Hastings, he had a direct link to the past.

As a historical text, the Tapestry also puts a particular viewpoint. It has distinctive features that do not occur in any of the written sources: it names Bosham as the site of Harold’s departure; it gives an exceptionally thorough  account of the Brittany campaign (and shows Conan being besieged in Dol, rather than besieging the town), Harold receiving arms and swearing his oath after this campaign rather than before it, and the location of his oath at Bayeux. But the use of images rather than words produces ambiguous readings, and though it recounts recent history in a different medium and manner, there can be no doubt that this embroidered version was as slanted as the texts. The depiction of William’s hard-won victory and seizure of the kingdom was meant to celebrate the achievement of a final solution to the constant problems of the succession, which had dominated English affairs over the past 50 years. Although William became King of England as the direct result of victory in a legally justified campaign, the Tapestry’s viewers would also have appreciated that his claim was based upon his kinship with Edward, for both men were descendants of Count Richard I of Normandy, William’s great-grandfather and Edward’s grandfather. The work was created to put a positive gloss on a confused situation by emphasising William’s entitlement at a time when the Norman grasp on England was still precarious. One way of reconciling the still-disaffected English was to provide some public resurrection of Harold’s reputation. Who might have wanted to do this?

fn1 The large cooking pot bears a remarkable resemblance to the field-oven used by Argentinian troops in the Falklands conflict, now on display in the Imperial War Museum at Duxford, Cambs.

fn2 The Where (Ubi) and the Here (Hic) are initially used fairly interchangeably, and the verbs that follow can be in the past or present tenses without any particular consistency. But about one-third of the way through, from the scene of Harold’s oath, Ubi is abandoned and only Hic is used, plus an occasional Iste (That man) or its plural. This all suggests that more than one scribe was involved.
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The Patron
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In the Middle Ages a work of art did not spring to life in the mind of its maker, but in that of its patron, the person who commissioned and paid for it and frequently remained involved throughout the various stages of production. There have been various candidates for the patronage of the Tapestry, their cases argued with differing degrees of conviction. The first was William’s wife, Queen Matilda, believed by many, from the eighteenth century onwards, to be the Tapestry’s instigator, designer and embroiderer. It is still her name that informs tourists to Bayeux that they have reached the holy of holies. ‘La Tapisserie de La Reine Mathilde’ is inscribed on a shiny plaque (c.1983) in the wall outside the exhibition centre. Inside, however, the explanatory captions repeat the official line that Odo of Conteville, Bishop of Bayeux, commissioned the work. The other usual suspects are characters named in the Tapestry – the three Normans, Wadard, Vital and Turold, and Count Eustace of Boulogne. Curiously, the leading character, William himself, the person who really needed this visual justification of his cause, has attracted few advocates, his claim perhaps so obvious that it has been overlooked.

One of the main reasons why Odo is the long-standing favourite for patron is that the Tapestry gave him a greater role in the campaign than contemporary writers did. He appears in four scenes, including the ordering of ships to be built, and is captioned in three of them; the other Normans named may also have been his tenants and particular supporters in England. Perhaps the most effective argument is the Bayeux connection. The Tapestry sets the scene of Harold’s crucial oath in Odo’s own diocese, captioned Bagias. This is in direct conflict with William of Poitiers, who locates it at Bonneville, and with Orderic Vitalis, at Rouen. Odo’s new cathedral was consecrated in 1077, and it was here that the Tapestry was recorded in the fifteenth century, its first ever mention, hung around the nave once a year to celebrate the Feast of Relics. So the suggestion that Odo commissioned the Tapestry specifically for the consecration and setting is plausible. Interpretations of his character provide the secondary evidence – his vanity, his ambition, his role as patron of the arts and lover of fine things. ‘In this man, it seems to me, vices were mingled with virtues, but he was more given to wordly affairs than to spiritual contemplation,’ wrote Orderic Vitalis, venturing unheard-of criticism of a controversial character.1 More practically, as Earl of Kent after the invasion, Odo had access to the rich artistic heritage of Canterbury, where the Tapestry could well have been designed and made.
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Bishop Odo plays a crucial role in the campaign. Here he passes on William’s orders to start building the invasion fleet.

Odo was William’s younger half-brother. Their mother gave birth to Wimam by her lover, Duke Robert of Normandy, and was later rewarded by a respectable marriage to Herluin, Viscount of Conteville, by whom she had two legitimate sons, Odo and Robert. Odo’s meteoric career was due entirely to William, who appointed him Bishop of Bayeux at an absurdly youthful age and, after the Conquest, regent of England in William’s absences, the second most powerful man in the Anglo-Norman kingdom. The English view of Odo was irredeemably hostile: ‘He was the foremost man next the king and when the king was in Normandy, then he was master in this country … he built castles and distressed the wretched folk and always after that it grew much worse.’ In addition, ‘in the accumulation of wealth he was a great double-dealer and showed great cunning’.2 Odo acquired extensive estates, amassed gold and had no scruples about plundering churches and abbeys to furnish his own foundations in Normandy: this was standard practice for ostentatious patrons and connoisseurs of art. Indeed, looting England’s wealth was one of the reasons for the Norman Conquest.

If Odo commissioned the Tapestry, it was because he wanted something for public display, not just a demonstration of the rightness of the invasion and of William’s might, but also a discreet reminder of his own influential role in the campaign at a time, perhaps, when his conduct was giving cause for concern. It helped viewers recall that his seat at Bayeux was the location of Harold’s oath, whose breaking sanctioned the Norman invasion. It was also in his own interests to bolster the king’s position in a period of rising tension. By 1068, William ‘found many Englishmen whose fickle minds had turned away from loyalty by sinful conspiracy. Throughout the country, bandits conspired with the intention of slaying the soldiers whom the king had everywhere left behind to defend the kingdom.’3 A retrospective view was even blacker: ‘England was exhausted by tribulation after tribulation, suffering at the hands of Englishmen and foreigners alike. Fire, rapine and daily slaughter brought destruction and disaster on the wretched people and utterly laid waste the land … everywhere the law of God was broken, massacres of wretched people increased, souls were imperilled by the sins of envy and anger and in their thousands swept away to Hell.’4 William’s apparently swift subjugation of England provoked widespread resistance. Rebels in Yorkshire joined up with Danish invaders, the Normans lost control of York and there were uprisings in the Midlands and the West Country. Indeed, it looked as if William’s whole enterprise was threatened. In a brilliant and brutal campaign during 1070, he devastated the north of England, then attacked Danish and English rebels in the east. Edgar, a kinsman of King Edward, challenged William’s claim to the throne, with the backing of the Scottish king Malcolm, who harassed the north. In 1071, William threatened to invade Scotland, Malcolm withdrew and Edgar fled.

William faced further problems in the mid-1070s following the combined efforts of various enemies in Scandinavia, England and France to destabilise him. An imagined speech attributed to one of the English rebel earls voiced the spirit of opposition that the Tapestry may have been intended to neutralise: ‘The man who calls himself king is unworthy, since he is a bastard, and heaven has made it plain that it is not God’s pleasure that such a leader should govern the kingdom … he is attacked by his own kin as much as by strangers and is deserted by his closest followers in the thick of battle.’5 So it seemed that Normans as well as English still needed to be convinced. The Tapestry could have served as a necessary propaganda tool, deliberately made portable so as to be displayed to as many potential allies as possible. The mobility of court life meant that hangings were not restricted to one location, but could be transported to be admired by more viewers. Textiles did travel safely, wrapped in waxed linen covers then placed in leather bags or purpose-built wooden chests. Such a chest survives today in the Treasury of Bayeux Cathedral in which, it is claimed, the Tapestry was stored between its annual showings in the nave.

Some advocates have argued that Odo had even more motivation for commissioning the Tapestry in the period after 1082, when he fell from grace suddenly and spectacularly. William had him arrested, stripped of the Earldom of Kent, taken back to Normandy and imprisoned at Rouen. The alleged reason was his ambition to become Pope, using means that included bribery and the threat of violence, when he tried to persuade William’s soldiers to follow him to Italy to help enforce his claim. So Odo might have commissioned the Tapestry during his imprisonment as a gift for William in an attempt to regain the king’s favour. On the other hand, it would not have been tactful for someone in such a weak position to draw attention to William’s obligations to him, quite apart from the logistics of organising a complex work to be made in England. And the events shown were surely intended to appeal to those who had been recently involved in them. By 1082 and beyond, it was old history. Released after William’s death in 1087, Odo led a revolt against the next king, his nephew William Rufus, and was banished again.

*

The arguments for Odo’s connections with the Tapestry have been so persistent that those who did not believe it was commissioned by him assumed it was a gift for him. One such alleged donor is Eustace, Count of Boulogne, who fought beside William at Hastings in a key role as commander of the Flemish troops, one of the many non-Norman contingents who joined William’s invasion force. However, his actual appearance in the Tapestry (and therefore his connection with it) depends entirely upon the deciphering of his name in a particularly mangled and mended portion of the border. This comes immediately above the critical moment in the battle when William risked his safety by pushing back his helmet to contradict the rumour of his death. The caption Here is Duke William is reinforced, as if shouted out, by the gesture of a knight who is pointing at the duke. Although inscriptions never normally occur in the border, there is one here, a name over the figure, whose fragmentary ‘E … us’ nineteenth-century restorers expanded into Eustatius. However, William’s gallantry in this particular sequence is also shown as depending on Odo, who is brandishing a club (or baton of command) labelled baculum, with which he encourages the troops until William reveals himself. As a bishop, Odo’s role should not have meant riding into battle, but only attending ‘with many monks and clerks, whose duty was to support the fight with their prayers and counsel’.6
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William reveals himself in the heat of battle. The warrior on the right has been identified as Count Eustace of Boulogne, on the basis of the very fragmentary inscription above.

There were conflicting versions of Eustace’s role at Hastings. William of Poitiers claimed that Eustace urged Duke William to retreat, and was shamefully wounded in the back when fleeing himself. However, Guy of Amiens, who may have composed his verse epic The Song of the Battle of Hastings as early as 1067, portrayed Eustace as a hero, always in the thick of battle, who saved William’s life, gave up his own horse to the duke, and was one of the three knights who assisted William in hacking Harold to the ground, then butchering his body. Guy was not Norman but French, uncle of the Count of Ponthieu, who had captured Harold. His praise for an old ally could have been an attempt at rehabilitation after Eustace committed a cardinal error in 1067 by attacking Odo’s headquarters at Dover Castle. He may even have fancied that his family’s claim to the throne was better than William’s, for he and his wife Godgifu, sister of King Edward, were both descended from Alfred the Great. So the attack on Dover Castle might have been the first stage of a rebellion, backed by Kentish men, against William. Failing to breach the well-fortified garrison, Eustace escaped to Boulogne, at which point William outlawed him and stripped him of his English possessions. However, they were reconciled by the mid-1070s, when William awarded him the substantial lands that were recorded in the Domesday Survey. Did Eustace commission the Tapestry to get back into favour with Odo, and therefore with the king? Perhaps only someone who was not a Norman could give such a sympathetic presentation of Harold.7

The main flaw in the case for Eustace, if indeed the character can be so identified, is that he could not have commissioned the Tapestry (presumably with the support of his former Kentish followers and with access to the Canterbury workshops) until after his reinstatement. But this chronology turns the Tapestry into a reward rather than a bribe for Odo’s hypothetical intervention, an implausible scenario considering the extensive planning and outlay involved. Gold or precious relics would have been far more immediate and effective. Nor was Odo, even before his own disgrace, popular at Canterbury, where Archbishop Lanfranc opposed his attempts to encroach on the ancient liberties of St Augustine’s Abbey: any monastic project in his honour would have been controversial.

*

The other frequently cited potential patrons, the three Normans named in the Tapestry, were allegedly working in collaboration with and on behalf of Odo. This attribution depends on the assumption that Wadard, Vital and Turold are also the people listed in the Domesday Book as land-holding tenants of Odo, through whom they accessed the rich pickings of England. In 1086, William commissioned this survey of the lands and resources of his conquered territories in order to assess how much taxation to extract. Comparing the position before the Conquest with that of the present day, it made clear the vast extent of the Norman land-grab and the hierarchical nature of tenure. A great magnate like Odo was at the top of a pyramid, supported by a mass of followers and dependants who owed him knightly service in return for the lands he had granted them. This was the system already operating in Normandy and it now embraced English estates as well – rewards that reinforced loyalties.

Wadard in the Tapestry is the knight who supervises the assembling of provisions after the invasion fleet has landed. The Domesday Book recorded that Odo, as Earl of Kent, gave extensive lands and properties to a Wadard, who had probably been a tenant of his in Normandy and who now possessed more houses in Dover than any other tenant, as well as estates and manors all over the south of England. He was clearly a man who had made his fortune from the Conquest by following his feudal lord from Normandy. The Tapestry Vital is the knight whom William is questioning about the approach of Harold’s army, while the Domesday Vital is another long-standing tenant who had followed Odo from Normandy and was duly rewarded with many properties in Canterbury.
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Turold could be the bearded dwarf holding the messengers’ horses. Or the tall man with the spear. Putting his name on the label suggests that he was important to the story.

The man labelled ‘Turold’ may be the enigmatic dwarf holding the horses, or the figure next to him, William’s messenger demanding Harold’s release. If the dwarf, he may have belonged to Guy of Ponthieu’s entourage and therefore had no connection with William or the invasion at all. There were several Turolds in the Domesday Book, but this was a common Norman name (perhaps a Latin version of the Viking Thorvald or Thorold), so the alleged association with Odo has less foundation than the other two, whom the Tapestry showed participating in the campaign.

Although the naming of men who were also his tenants was one of the main reasons to attribute the Tapestry to Odo, a circular argument then turned them into the patrons themselves: Wadard, Vital and Turold were so grateful at becoming Odo’s tenants in England that they jointly commissioned the Tapestry as a gift for his new cathedral. An alternative version suggests that they oversaw it on his behalf when he was struggling to rehabilitate himself after the disgrace of 1082. That they are named in the Tapestry suggests that they were all people of significance, but their association with its making is completely tenuous because nothing is known about their intentions. It really arises out of a modern need to have a name, to tell a story.

There is one person who has never previously been considered, despite fulfilling the criteria for the other patrons: someone who appears in the Tapestry, an important person directly concerned with the events shown, who had well-honed political instincts and first-hand knowledge of the complex histories involved; someone who had the motive, means and opportunity, and who had already successfully commissioned a major piece of propaganda – and the only one with expertise in the selected medium, embroidery. Those earlier historians who assumed that Queen Matilda made the Tapestry did so on the grounds that mere sewing, even of so unusual a piece, was women’s work. But embroidery was a high-status art, and those who practised it also commissioned works of art as an expected function of their rank. So I would like to add another woman to the list of possible patrons: Edith Godwinson, widow of King Edward, sister of King Harold, friend of King William.

Planning such a work required political sophistication and an intimate knowledge of recent history. Described as ‘intelligent as a man’ by the chronicler William of Poitiers, Edith was formidably educated and highly literate, ‘a woman in whose bosom there was a school of all the liberal arts … you were astonished by her learning.’ She was also accustomed to power, wealth and influence. Officially consecrated as a queen, Edith had her own throne and played a more than ornamental role in her husband’s court: she was an official witness of formal events and ceremonies, and stood in for Edward, such as when he was too ill to attend the dedication of Westminster. She held lands in her own right, as well as those that she owned as queen, and was actively involved in the allocation of tenancies to her followers. She also manipulated her position, accepting ‘gifts’ in return for interceding with her husband, and she intervened wherever possible to further the careers of her brothers. Running the royal household gave her further status and responsibilities, which included supervising the official wardrobe.

A key scene in the Tapestry is the deathbed of King Edward. Edith is present (one of only three women depicted in the whole central narrative), seated at the end of her husband’s bed in the conventional image, borrowed from manuscript illustrations, of a grieving widow wiping away her tears with her veil. But she was also there as one of the four official witnesses to Edward’s final decision about the succession, doubly involved, not only as Edward’s wife and imminent widow, but also as sister of the man he was designating his successor. The following scene shows Harold accepting the crown in accordance with Edward’s last words. This is a very sympathetic presentation of Harold’s dilemma: he did not seize the crown illegally, but had to decide between keeping an oath made under duress and obeying the final command of his sovereign. As the second most important member of the royal household, Edith was directly involved in this drama.

One basis of the case for Edith is that, unlike the majority of the English, she survived and prospered under the new regime, yet retained an interest in presenting an English point of view. There is also the chronology. She died in 1075, so if she were involved, the Tapestry must belong to the first decade of the Conquest, a time when the validity of William’s claim to the throne was under threat and when its theme of reconciling English and Norman interests was most relevant. Its story reinforced the solidarity and fellowship of old campaigners, but also helped newer supporters of the Norman cause, with Edith herself a prime example, to justify their drastic shift of allegiance. At the same time the reinstatement of Harold’s reputation also directly benefited her. If Edith presented herself properly, she could become a symbol of unity. Collaborating with the invaders was better than losing her estates and treasures, the fate of most of the defeated English. It also suited William to behave magnanimously to the widow of an anointed king and kinsman, whom he claimed had appointed him his heir. So it was in both their interests to reach an accommodation. This was in striking contrast to William’s general policy towards the English: ‘he found almost none of them trustworthy, behaviour which so exasperated his ferocity that he deprived the more powerful among them first of their revenues, then of their lands, and some even of their lives’.8

The Domesday Book proves Edith’s successful survival strategy. Hers is one of the very few English names included, the exception that proved the rule about the extent of the Norman takeover. Unlike other English aristocracy after Hastings, she remained wealthy because she retained most of her estates. She held large parts of Wessex as well as lands in Buckinghamshire, East Anglia and the Midlands, which suggested exceptional charity from William to his predecessor’s widow. (This contrasted with the fate of Edith’s mother, who remained hostile to the Normans. Having lost four sons in battle and, according to one source, being refused by William even the right to bury Harold’s body, Gytha ‘secretly gathered together a large store of treasure’ and fled to Exeter in the as yet unconquered west. When this city was besieged by William and his troops, she escaped with a group of other rebel Englishwomen to the island of Flatholme in the Bristol Channel, then sailed to exile in the Flemish port of St-Omer.)9

In the months following his coronation, William demanded surrender and payment of tribute from the cities of the south-west. These included Winchester, which Edith held as part of her widow’s dower from King Edward. Consulted by the city elders, she negotiated a peaceful settlement by offering fealty to William and paying her share of the tribute he demanded. As a result he allowed her to retain her rights of residence there. William celebrated Easter at Winchester in 1068, and continued to do so during the years that he was in England. William of Poitiers approvingly noted Edith’s support for William and even alleged that she had backed his claim to the throne, in preference to that of her brother Harold, perhaps something she had conveniently leaked to the Normans. Her apparent collaboration aroused the hostility of an English writer a generation later, who considered that ‘she had a bad judgement in wordly matters and … a certain lack of personal humility’.10

Commissioning the Tapestry could have been another way for Edith to profess her loyalty to William, as well as including flattering references to the equally powerful Odo. The creation of a narrative intended for the eyes of the new order in England, both Norman and English, a court-based audience that included the kin of warriors who had fought on both sides at Hastings, is the only way to account for many of the ambiguities that divide commentators today. Did the Tapestry favour William or Harold? Was it made so that Normans could impress the subjugated foe? Or so that the English could flatter, yet secretly insult, the victors? These conflicting aims could be convincingly reconciled by someone with a foot in both camps, an English person who accepted the Norman occupation but who was still concerned to provide a dignified defence of Harold’s conduct. Edith was already a mistress of the selective presentation of information, with a magnificent role model in the person of her tempestuous mother-in-law Queen Emma.

For Emma had once commissioned a carefully edited history of her own life and times, In Praise of Queen Emma (Encomium Emmae Reginae), to set the record straight for her critics – a woman reinventing history for her own ends. Glossing over scandal, disloyalty and even murder, its grand climax was the reunion of Emma and her two sons in 1040, after the sickly, childless Harthacnut (her son by King Cnut) had invited his older half-brother Edward (her son by King Æthelred) to return from exile in Normandy as co-ruler. As a piece of special pleading and blatant flattery, Emma’s Encomium had no precedent. It was not the biography of a long-dead saint, but dealt with recent political events and the deeds of herself and her contemporaries. Its frontispiece places Emma centre-stage, queen to two kings and queen-mother to two more, receiving the actual manuscript from its tonsured author (probably a Flemish monk in her household), who kneels at her feet. Harthacnut and Edward watch from the side, spectators and not participants. Images were more effective than words. But this vision of family good will masked the reality of what was to come. Harthacnut died in 1042, and Edward became sole king. Within a year he took long-awaited revenge on the manipulative mother who had once abandoned him: he confined her to her estate at Winchester and deprived her of all lands and treasures.
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The frontispiece of Queen Emma’s book gives her pride of place. Did this inspire her daughter-in-law, Queen Edith?

Twenty years later, Edward’s wife Edith followed Emma in putting a spin on posterity, for she commissioned another book that massaged recent history. It took In Praise of Queen Emma, with its ability to ignore awkward facts, flatter the central character, condemn opponents and above all celebrate a dynasty, as a clear model. Edith’s book, which only later got known as The Life of King Edward, could well have been called In Praise of the Godwins, for its real purpose was to present Edith’s family in the most favourable light and the true hero was her father, the late Earl Godwin, Edward’s most powerful councillor, here the virtual father of the kingdom as well. Its underlying intention was to help her family retain power after Edward’s death, for there were various candidates for the succession (indeed, Edward seemed to have taken pleasure in keeping his options open) and the childless Edith wanted to nominate one of her brothers, Tostig or Harold, as heir apparent. William’s claim was not particularly strong at this time; it was only subsequent Norman writers who argued that he had always been Edward’s main choice.

Although The Life of King Edward was begun before the king’s death, it had to be completed in the light of dramatically changed circumstances – the destruction of her brothers, the defeat of the English, the triumph of the Normans. But Edith had been adept at walking a political tightrope most of her life, well taught by Godwin, who managed to change sides and keep in favour with a new regime on several occasions. Dedicating the book to Edith, its patroness, the author gave fulsome praise to the woman who had rescued him from poverty by commissing this work. Guided by information clearly provided by her, the author produced a very flattering biography which managed to present Edith as a paragon – ‘a woman to be placed before all noble matrons or persons of royal or imperial rank as a model of virtue and integrity’11 – and her husband simultaneously as a saint and a weak man. This was a brilliant projection, which turned Edith’s failure to produce an heir into a positive celebration of Edward’s alleged celibacy. Ignoring the more likely reasons of infertility or mutual loathing, the book celebrated his sanctity and her innocence, describing her as like a daughter to him and not a wife: her apparent chastity gave William his lawful claim to the English throne.12 Similarly, it turned the time when Edward temporarily managed to rid himself of the whole Godwin clan, sending her brother and nephew as hostages to Normandy and banishing Edith to a nunnery, into an emotional triumph: ‘with grief at heart’ she had been awaiting ‘the day of salvation for almost a year in prayers and tears’. When the king recalled her, ‘there was deep joy, both at court and in the whole country’.13

[image: image]

A weeping Edith witnesses her dying husband appointing Harold the next king. This is also a key scene in the book that she commissioned about her husband and family.

The book gives a detailed account of Edward’s deathbed, with Edith very much present, weeping and warming the dying king’s feet in her lap as she ‘ceased not from lamenting to ease her natural grief’. His last speech provided an ominous vision of ‘fire and sword and the havoc of war’, but praised her zealous care of him and commended her and the kingdom to Harold’s protection.14 Being described ‘like a beloved daughter’ might even have been an ambitious attempt to have herself defined as the king’s heir in her own right.

But this was a fantasy, and after Edward’s death she had to settle for status as royal widow and the new king’s sister. When the latter role so suddenly came to an end, she
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