
BAYEUX’ TAPESTRY

METHOD :

Actually, this is no tapestry but an embroidery broderie, made with a linen cloth, which is stitched cousue and not woven tissée. Linen tapes of different sizes are put together to form this 70 meter long work of art. Different types of stitch point and 10 colors are used for the design of this historical event.

The “tapestry” is really fragile and they looked carefully after: no photographs are allowed in irder to preserve the colors and dampness humidité and heat are meticulously controlled.

Indeed, a certain climate is necessary: linen is composed of animal fibers exposed to insect attacks and moulds/ fungi moisissures, champignons .

Despite the misadventures it went through, it has been preserved for nearly 1000 years.

THE STORY 

The story is strictly organized: short commentaries in Latin all along; framed by 2 borders filled in with legendary monsters, scenes from daily life…→ an exceptional historical source of the medieval society and of the everyday life in the 11th century.

It deals with the succession of the crown of England in 1066: Edward the Confessor, King of England, is dying and has no heirs (héritier !!!!!“h” non aspire): there are, unsurprisingly, many claimants prétendants to the throne. Among them:

Harold, earl of Wessex and brother-in-law of Edward

William, the future Conqueror, duke of Normandy and cousin of Edward. His great great great grandfather was Rollo, a Viking who invaded France in 911: from this point Normandy has been separated from the French Kingdom; if William is crowned, true French people will rule England but overall, English people will have position in France, in a very strategic and threatening place.

SCENES DESCRIPTION:

Here it begins: In 1064, Edward is talking to Harold and asks him to go to Normandy and to announce William that he will rule England upon his death, as he promised to him a few years ago. So, Harold leaves the land. Before that, he heads for his family estate in the south coast to pray for a safe trip and to hold a last feast.

We recognize him carrying an hawk/falconer faucon, may be a symbol of the crown he is in charge of, of his message. (in the whole tapestry it’s quite difficult to see the differences between the figures: the only convention is that English guys have a moustache and Normans are shaved…)

Under the scene, there is a representation of a world-wide known fable from the Antiquity, later remade by La Fontaine: “the Fox and the Crow” (le Corbeau et le Renard); it could epitomize the future betrayal of Harold.

Back to the story: Harold boards his ship, sets sail and crosses the channel. But the ship drifts and they land in the North of France instead of Normandy, in the territory of count Guy, a vassal but an enemy of William too. As soon as he climbs down, Harold is seized by soldiers and brought back to count Guy on his throne.

The following scenes are thought to be in reverse order but they may echo the comings and goings of the messengers of William to demand Harold’s release. We see them talking to Guy, then riding furiously, hair flying in the wind to take a message from William to Guy and finally from Guy to William. Eventually, Harold is released.

There are interesting scenes on the lower part: the way of plough and sowing in the Middle Ages and a fashion of that time which is bear hunting.

William and Harold ride with soldiers to Williams’s palace at Rouen (Now William has the hawk!). William sits while Harold talk to him. The mysterious incident on the far right seems to have nothing to do with the main story, but it may have been well known in the 11th century. It might refer to a sexual scandal, furthermore, the naked man in the lower border tends to approve it.

Harold accompanies William and the Norman soldiers as they set off to fight Duke Conan of Brittany. They pass Mont St. Michel, which is on the border between Normandy and Brittany. To get into Brittany they have to cross the river. They hold their shields above their heads to keep them out of the water. Some soldiers sink into quicksand and Harold rescues them - two at a time! 

The Norman soldiers attack the Dol and Duke Conan escapes down a rope from the castle. Chasing Conan, the Normans pass Rennes, the capital of Brittany. 

The Normans catch up with Conan at Dinan. During the battle soldiers on horseback throw lances, and others try to set fire to the defences. Conan surrenders. He passes the keys of Dinan to William on the point of a lance. As a reward for his services, William honours Harold with the gift of arms. This ceremony would have been seen as making William Harold's overlord - an important event from the Norman point of view. 

William and Harold return to Normandy and reach the town of Bayeux. In the climax of the story so far Harold swears a solemn oath on holy relics. Was Harold promising to support William? Harold is at last set free, and sails back to England. 

Harold has come back in England; He talks to King Edward, shown frail and ill, in his palace of Westminster; Edward died the day after, on the 5th of January 1066.

The scenes of his death and burial are reversed: could be seen as a flashback like in movies or to stress the fact that a new king was chosen just after Edward’s death…
Before he died, he talked to his followers, one of them may be Harold: did he eventually entrust confier the throne to him? Once again, the question is: who did this tapestry? If English people are responsible, they may have tried to defend Harold’s betrayal.

We notice that a woman is sitting next to Edward’s bed: his wife Edith.

Then two noblemen offer Harold the crown and the axe: symbols of royal authority, and he accepts in spite of his oath and is crowned of the very day of Edward’s funeral!

People are attending to the coronation, cheering the new king while a strange thing appears in the sky, looking like blazing flamboyant hair. It’s the comet of Halley, which really terrified the English people during a whole week, but 4 months later. Was that an evil omen mauvais présage, a warning of an impending doom malheur imminent? News is brought to Harold and a ghostly fleet of ships appears beneath him: a hint allusion of the Norman invasion to come…
News of Edward's death and Harold’s coronation is carried across the channel to William, Duke of Normandy. William is furious - he claimed that the throne of England should be his and saw Harold as a usurper. William decides to attack England and organises a fleet of warships. To his left sits Bishop Odo of Bayeux, his half-brother, making his first appearance in the tapestry. 

William's men prepare for the invasion. Woodmen fell trees and shape them into planks. The planks are used for building boats which men drag down to the sea. 

Food and drink are taken to the boats. So are weapons: coats of chain mail, helmets, swords and lances. 

William leads his army to the boats; they embark and set sail.

The sea is crowded with ships, full of soldiers and horses. William sails in the ship, Mora, bought for him by his wife Matilda. 
The Normans reach the South coast of England on the 28th of September 1066, in long boats inherited from the Vikings.

The soldiers ride off towards Hastings and gather food for a feast, prepared in the open air. Servants load food onto shields to carry it to the banquet; we see special dishes of that time (a drinking horn corne à boire for instance). William is sitting among his noblemen and his brother: bishop Odo of Bayeux, supposed to have played a part in the embroidery. We recognize him with a fish in front of him; indeed, this is holy Friday.

A very special type brought by the Normans to secure their position and which spread out all over England is being built here: a wooden “motte” castle, that is to say a keep on a hill, surrounded by a wall.

On the right, we see a metaphor of the eternal victims of war: the widow and the orphan, fleeing from a burning house.

On the 14th of October 1066, Normans are ready to fight: William is in full armor (wearing a coat of mail and a helmet), he is holding the St Peter’s standard étendard de St Pierre in reference to the Pope supporting the battle and who excommunicated Harold after William’s request after his betrayal.

The Norman cavalry gallops off to face the English soldiers. William is on a dark horse (for a while…), at the head of the troops and asking if the enemy has been seen yet. We observe the English side where Harold is warned that Norman’s army is approaching: a huge army of 10 000 soldiers forming with their spears, maces and shields lances, massues et boucliers a 4km long crowd.

A small scene below echoes what is going on above: a donkey grazing broutant is threatened by a predator (a symbol of the battle to come and a kind of despise sign signe de mépris for the English soldiers)

Back to Norman side: William, mace in hand, points his finger out and gives a speech to encourage his army: “ut preparent se viriliter et sapienter ad prelium” 

translation: “prepare you to be brave and wise at fight”.

The Normans charge and the Battle of Hastings has begun. 

As the air fills with arrows and lances, men lie dying. The English soldiers, who are all on foot, protect themselves with a wall of shields. The Normans attack from both sides. The lower border of the tapestry is filled with dead and injured soldiers. 

The violence continues as men hack and spear each other to death. Harold’s brothers both die fighting.

The battle rages on; men and horses crash to the ground, the lower border is strewn with slaughtered troops and animals. Bishop Odo appears in the thick of the fighting waving a club and encouraging his followers. Odo uses a club rather than a sword as bishops were not supposed to shed blood. 

After a fall from his horse, William raises his helmet to reveal his face. This shows his troops that he is still alive and encourages them to continue fighting. Count Eustace carries an elaborate banner, which may be the one given by the Pope to show his support for William’s invasion of England.

The Normans seem to be getting the upper hand as the battle continues. Many more soldiers die, one appears to be having his head cut off. On the right is the best known scene in the Tapestry: the Normans killing King Harold. But how is Harold killed? He seems to be shown twice: first plucking an arrow from his eye, and then being hacked down by a Norman knight. The tapestry is difficult to interpret here, but the second figure is probably Harold being killed. 

With Harold dead, the battle is over. The victorious Normans chase the remaining English from the battlefield. The final scene from the tapestry has been lost. It may have shown William being crowned King of England. This would match the scene at the very beginning of the tapestry which shows King Edward, secure on the throne just two years earlier. 
- What Happened After Hastings -

After the Battle of Hastings, William still had to conquer England. He marched from Hastings, crossing the Thames at Wallingford and then on towards London. At Berkhamsted he received the surrender of the city. William took hostages to ensure that the surrender was kept. 

William wanted to be crowned King as soon as possible. His Coronation took place on Christmas Day, 1066. It was held at Westminster Abbey, which had been built by Edward the Confessor. During the Coronation, as the people inside the Abbey shouted out their acceptance of William, the troops outside thought a fight had broken out. Fearing that William had been attacked they began to set fire to Saxon houses. As the Norman soldiers could not understand the language of the Saxons, and the Saxons could not understand the language of the Normans, it was difficult for them to communicate.


