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Sacred Threads: The Bayeux Tapestry as a Religious Object
1
 

By Richard M. Koch, Hillyer College - University of Hartford 

 

There is a duality to the Bayeux Tapestry.  The first half is seemingly sympathetic 

towards Harold Godwin (c.1022-1066), with the second part strikingly pro-Norman.  There is a 

double narrative, one running through the frieze itself and another among the animals and 

creatures in the borders.  We see clerics and knights, churches and palaces, with the sacred 

blending in with the secular.  The interpretation of the Tapestryôs narrative has leaned heavily 

towards the secular nature of the narrative.  With its vivid depiction of aristocratic life, of 

hunting and war, it has been argued that the Tapestry was originally meant to hang along the wall 

of a castle or a manor house, its embroidered tale of war and conquest depicting in wool and 

linen the songs and stories of knightly deeds.
2
  Attractive and ingenious as some of theories 

suggesting a secular venue for the Tapestry are, no evidence exists to prove or substantiate any 

of them.  If an embroidery as long and as costly as the Bayeux Tapestry had been displayed as a 

background to feasting and storytelling in one of the great halls of England, then surely one of 

the monastic chroniclers would have heard about it and made reference to it.  To display a 
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 This study of the Tapestry is a product of a National Endowment for the Humanities Seminar held at Yale in the 
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ñPutting the Bayeux Tapestry in its Place,ò in King Harold II and the Bayeux Tapestry, ed. Gale R. Owen-Crocker, 
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ñmonument to a Norman triumphò in an English hall would surely have aroused comment, and 

the monastic chroniclers adept at collecting gossip would surely have made mention of it.  

True to its dualistic nature, the Bayeux Tapestry has had two lives: one religious, the 

other secular.   From what little evidence is available we can see that the Tapestry was made for 

a clerical patron who had sufficient resources to commission such lengthy embroidery.   As for 

the Tapestry itself, it was most likely embroidered by nuns sewing in a monastic workshop.  The 

Tapestry is worked on linen, a fabric long associated with the clergy.   Also, only monastic 

houses would have had enough sheep to produce the huge quantities of wool required for the 

embroidery.   Many of the designs and images in the Tapestry derive from sacred texts and 

manuscripts that may well have been found in the libraries of the monasteries of St. Augustineôs 

and Christ Church, Canterbury.  Mingling with images that derive from Anglo-Saxon England 

and Scandinavia are those that show the influence of that most hieratic of societies, Byzantium.  

The Bayeux Tapestry has always been associated with clerical buildings, first the Cathedral and 

now the museum, a former seminary.  It can be said that the ñsecularò phase of the Tapestry 

began with its near-demise during the French Revolution and the use made of it by Napoleon, 

English and French nationalists of the nineteenth-century, and then the Nazi occupying power.  

From the Enlightenment onwards a secular interpretation of the past has become almost 

the standard view.  The opposite was the case during the medieval period: religion was at the 

essence of life, and it was also the prism through which lives and events were judged.  Even the 

decorative elements in the Tapestry, such as the animals for example, had a moral purpose to 

them.  History, art, literature: they were written or produced with a religious theme or moral 

behind them.  Works such as the Tapestry should be seen within this moral, religious, context: it 



 

 

136 

 

was part of the fabric of the culture of the day.  If we look at the Tapestry as embroidery as 

having sacred as well as secular threads, then we surely gain a clearer understanding of its 

purpose.   And that purpose was religious, moral one: the wages of oath breaking and disloyalty 

was death and damnation.  The Conquest was cast by the Normans in terms of a religious 

crusade, not a brutal land-grab; otherwise, the Pope would not have given his sanction for one 

Christian nation to devour another. 

The Bayeux Tapestry first became known to history in 1476 in an inventory made of the 

treasures of the Cathedral of Notre-Dame of Bayeux.  We learn that the Tapestry was hung 

around the nave of the church of the Feast of Relics (July 1) and was displayed during the 

Octave, the eight days, of the Feast.  Created as it was of linen and wool, the Tapestry must have 

seemed quite plain alongside the jeweled riches of the Cathedral treasury.
3
  Today, the Tapestry 

is housed in a museum that, as we mentioned, was once a seminary, complete with a Norman 

chapel.
4
  In all likelihood the Tapestry was designed and embroidered in monastic houses.  A 

case has been made for the Tapestry having been made in a French monastic house,
5
 although 

the general consensus is that it was associated with St. Augustineôs or Christ Church, 

Canterbury.  Only a wealthy monastic house, with considerable financial and artistic resources at 

its disposal, or a great magnate, whether secular or clerical, would have had the ability to finance 

an enterprise as large as the Tapestry, which though quite narrow is of extraordinary length, the 

equivalent of an Olympic swimming pool.  
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 Carola Hicks, The Bayeux Tapestry: The Life Story of a Masterpiece (London: Chatto & Windus, 2006), 63. 
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There are two likely candidates that could be the patron, or indeed patroness, of the 

Tapestry, both to be found depicted in the Tapestry itself, and both of them had clerical and 

secular roles in society.   Carola Hicks has made the suggestion that the Tapestry had a 

patroness, Queen Edith (c.1020/30-1075).  Edith (Figure 1)
6
 is shown at the foot of her husband, 

at Edwardôs deathbed, warming his feet, weeping, covering her face, and pointing in her brother  

 

Figure 1: Queen Edith. Detail from the Bayeux Tapestry ï 11th Century  

by special permission of the City of Bayeux. 

 

Haroldôs direction.  A pawn in her fatherôs political schemes, Edith, Haroldôs sister, was forced 

to marry King Edward, and the loveless marriage produced no heirs.  It was this fact that lay at 

the heart of so many of the problems of 1066.  Edith herself was a shrewd and astute woman, and 

a survivor, almost as clever, it was said, ñas a man.ò  She commissioned a book to be written 

about her husband, where the deathbed scene depicted in the Tapestry is described in detail.
7
  In 

                                                           
6
 Carola Hicks, Life Story, 22-39.  For a more complete historical background, see Pauline Stafford, Queen Emma 

and Queen Edith: Queenship and Womenôs Power in the Eleventh Century (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997). 
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the book Edith made a virtue of her childlessness, portraying Edward as being a holy celibate, 

worthy of being canonized.
8
  She was an accomplished linguist, and she was also famous for her 

skill at embroidery.  Edith ran a workshop staffed with nuns that produced textiles for churches 

as well as decorating fine robes for her husband.  English aristocratic ladies were known for their 

skill with the needle, embroidering altar-cloths and decorated textiles for both sacred and secular 

purposes.  Edith was the patroness of several nunneries, such as Wilton, where noble ladies 

embroidered cloths of varying kinds.
9 
 Knowing the major players in the power struggle of 1066, 

Edith could have provided first-hand, indeed ñinsiderò knowledge of events, information that 

might have been used in the Tapestry.  It may well be because of Queen Edithôs influence that 

her brother Harold is presented in such a favorable light at the early portions of the Tapestry.  

After the Conquest, Edith adroitly made her peace with the new regime and retired to a convent 

while at the same time managing to retain most of her lands and properties.  

However, it has long been the contention that William the Conquerorôs (1028-1087) half-

brother, Odo (d. 1097), Bishop of Bayeux, may have been the patron. (Figure 2)   Odo is shown 
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 Frank Barlow, The Life of Edward the Confessor Who Rests at Westminster (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1992). 
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Figure 2: Bishop Odo. Detail from the Bayeux Tapestry ï 11th Century  

by special permission of the City of Bayeux. 

 

seated on a lion throne, a head higher than his half-brother William seemingly ordering the 

construction of the fleet to begin. (Figure 3)  Odo may have commissioned the Tapestry 

 

Figure 3: Odo Orders the Fleet. Detail from the Bayeux Tapestry ï 11th Century  

by special permission of the City of Bayeux. 

 

in time for the consecration of the new Cathedral at Bayeux in the 1080s.  He, like Edith, 

exemplifies the dual nature of the Tapestry.  Odo was a cleric, a bishop, and a warrior.  Indeed, it 
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is Odo rather than William who seemingly dominates events.  He is seen again attending a 

council of war attended by his other half-brother, Robert of Mortain.
10

 (Figure 4)   During the  

 

Figure 4: Council of War. Detail from the Bayeux Tapestry ï 11th Century  

by special permission of the City of Bayeux. 

 actual battle of Hastings, Odo is seen at a pivotal moment, wielding a mace and rallying the 

young troops. (Figure 5)  Several of Odoôs tenants appear in the Tapestry, men who  

 

Figure 5: Odo Rallies the Troops. Detail from the Bayeux Tapestry ï 11th Century  

by special permission of the City of Bayeux. 
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 Considered by contemporaries as being ñtoo dimò as a leader, Robert of Mortain, unlike Odo, proved to be loyal 

to William the Conqueror.  


