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Sacred Threads: The Bayeux Tapestry as a Religious Objéct

By Richard M. KochHillyer College- University of Hartford

There is a dality to the Bayeux Tapestryl he first half is seemingly sympathetic
towards Harold Godwinc(10221066), with the saand part strikingly preNorman. 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, withathe sacre
blending in withthe seculaT he i nter pretation of the Tapestr)
towards the smular nature of the narrativ&Vith its vivid depiction of aristocratic life, of
hunting and war, it has been argued that the Tapestry was originally meant to hang ahallg the
of a castle or a manor housea,embroidered tale of war and conquest depicting in wool and
linen the songs and stories of knightly degdttractive and ingenious as some of theories
suggesting a secular venue for the Tapesteyno evidence @sts 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 walihave heard about it and madéerence to it. To display a

! This study of the Tapestry is a product of a National Endowment for the Humanities Seminar held at Yale in the
summer o005 under the direction of R. Howard Bloch, who has recently publ&sidekedle in the Right Hand of
God: The Norman Conest of 1066 and the Making and Meaning of the Bayeux Tagdkavy York: Random

House, 2006)

Ri char d The BayelxiTapestry: a strippednaat i ve f or tWoedand Inmgee(3991xnd ear s,
99-127. Gale OweiC r o c IBmthers Rivalsandthe @ met ry of t he Bayeux Tapestryo
fiPuttingtheBay eu x Tap e st rKing Harold Il and thePBayeux &apéstad. Bale R. OwerCrocker,
(Woodbridge Boydell, 2005) 109123 and 125137, respectively
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fimon ument t o a Nnoan Bmglish hallwould supely bave aroused comment, an
the monastic chroniclers adept at collecting goagipld surely have made mention of it.

True to its dalistic nature, the Bayeux Tapestry has had two livesraiggous, 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 commissionleangthyembroidery As for
the Tapestry itself, it was most liketynbroideredy nuns sewingn a monastic workshop. The
Tapestry is worked on linen, a fabric loagsociated with the clergy. Also, only monastic
houses wouldhavehadenough sheep to produce the hugariities 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. Aagsistine
and Christ Church, Canterbury. mgling with images that derive from Angiaxon England
and Scandinavia are those that show the influence of that most hieratic of societies, Byzantium.
The Bayeux Tapestry has always been associatedleitbal buildings, first the Cathedral and
now the museum, a former seminary. It can be said thdistneulad phase of the Tapestry
began with its neademise during the French Revolution and the use obil®dy Napoleon,

English and French nationalists of the nineteesthtury, and then the Nazt@upying power.

From the Enlightenment onwards a secular interpretation of the past has become almost
the standard view. The opposite was the case duringeldesvalperiod: religion was at the
essence of lifeand it was also the prism through whlokes and events were judgeiven the
decorative elements in the Tapestry, such as the animals for exaagdemoral purpose to
them. History, art, literature: they were written or produced witteligious theme or moral

behind them. Works such astiapestry should be seen within this moral, religious, context: it
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was part of the faleiof the culture of the dayif we look at the Tapestry asnbroideryas
having sacred as well as seculaeads, then we surely gairctlaarer understandiraf its
purpose. And that purpose was religious, moral one: the wages of oath breakingogattydisl
was death and damnatioithe Conquest was cast by the Normans in terms of a religious
crusade, not a brutal lasgtab;otherwisethe Pope would not have givers sanction for one
Christian nation to devour another.

The Bayeux Tapestryrst became known to histoig 1476 in an inventgrmade of the
treasures of theahedral of NotrdDame of BayeuxWe learn that the Tapestwas hung
around the nave of trehurch of the Feast of Relics (Julydrd was displayed during the
Octave, the eight days, of the FeaSteatedas it was of linen and wool, the Tapestry must have
seemed quite plain alongside the jeweled riches of the Cathedral tréaEnnigy, the Bpestry
is housed in a museum thas we mentionedyas once a semingrgomplete with a Norman
chapel’ 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 Feerttierhousg although
the general consensissthat it was associatedw h St . ok@Ghgist Ghurchpn e 6 s
Canterbury. Only a wealthy monastic house, with considefigalecial and artisticesources at
its disposal, or a great magnate, whetherlseau clerical, would have had the ability to finance
an enterprisesdarge athe Tapestry, which though quitarrowis of extraordinary lengththe

equivalent of an Olympic swimming pool.

3 Carola Hicks,TheBayeux Tapestry: The Life Story of a Masterpigamndon: Chatto & Windus2006),63.

* For a history of the museum buildirgpewww.tapisseriebayeux.fr

® George Beech\as the Bayeux Tapestry madéiance? The Case for Saiftorent of the SaumuiNew York:
Palgrave2005)
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There are two likely candidates that could be the patrondeed 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
patoness, Queen Edith (c.1020/8075). Edith (Figure 1)° is shown at the foot of her husband,

atEd wa r d ded, warenimg hirs feet, weeping, covering her facel pointing irher brother
> | LR v 55

Figure 1. Queen EdithDetail from the Bayeux Tapestiyl1th Century
by special pemission of the City of Bayeux.

Har ol dosAdpawati amplodrn tfiatah ers@h e me swas fdtodd t h Ha
to marryKing Edward, and the lovess marriage produced no heirs. It wasftsthat lay at

the heart of so many of tlpgoblems of 1066. Editherselfwasa shrewd and astute woman, and

a survivor, almost as clever, it was sdida s a Smeaommigsioned a book to be written

about her husband, where the deathbed scene depitteriTapestry is described in defailn

® Carola HickslLife Story 22-39. For a moreomplete historical backgrounseePauline StaffordQueen Emma
and Queen Edith: Queenship andyQ¥om8lackwel, Pe/\wer i n the EI

'See Jennifer Brownods essay in this issue.
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thebook Edithmade a virtue ofierchildlessness, portrang Edwardas beinga holycelibate,
worthy of being canonizet.Shewas an accomplished linguist, and she wlasfamaus for her
skill at embroidery.Edith rana workshogstaffed withnuns hatproduced textiles for churches
as well as decoratg fine robes for her husb@nEnglish aristocratic ladies wekaown fortheir
skill with the needle, embroidering akeloths and decorated textiles for both sacred and secular
purposes Edith waghe patroness of several nunneries, such as Wilton, where noble ladies
embroidered cloths of varying kindsknowing the major players in the power struggle of 1066,
Edith could have providefitst-hand indeedfinsideo knowledgeof eventsjnformation hat
mighthave been used in the Tapestlyt may wel | be because of Quee
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 ¢élieregime 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 contentionivat| | i am t he GCboB7haler or 0 s

brother, Odo (d. 1097), Bishop o&ieux, may have beehe patron(Figure 2) Odo is shown

8 Frank Barlow,The Life of Edward the Confessor Who Rests at Westm{stiard: Oxford University Press
1992).
° Carola Hickslife Story 22-39.
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Figure 2: Bishop OdoDetail from the Bayeux Tapestiyl1th Century
by special permission of the City of Bayeux.

seated on a lion throne, a head higher than hisbather William seemingly ordering the

construdbon of the fleet to begir(Figure 3) Odo may have commissioned thapestry

Figure 3: Odo Orders the FleeDetail from the Bayeux Tapesiiryl1th Century
by special permission of the City of Bayeux.

in time for the consecration of the new Cathedtdaayeux in the 1080s. He, like Edith,

exemplifies thedual nature of the Tapestr{pdo was a cleric, a bishop, and a warrilmdeed, it
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is Odo rather than William who seemingly dominates evesésis seen again attending a

council of war attendedythis other hatbrother, Robert of Mortaif’ (Figure 4) During the

ROI BER!

Figure 4: Council of War Detail from the Bayeux Tapesfiryl1th Century
by special permission of the City of Bayeux.
actual battle of Hastings, Odo is sedra pivotal momentyielding a mace and rallying the

youngtroops (Figure5) Sever al of Odobés tenants appear

Figure 5: Odo Rallies the Troop®etail from the Bayeux Tapesfiryl1th Century
by special permission of the City of Bayeux.

1 Consideed by contemporariess b e i n gas @ tearler, Rdbierbod Mortain, unlike Odo, proved to be loyal
to William the Conqueror.
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