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THE BAYEUX TAPESTRY BATTLE OF HASTINGS: A MEDIEVAL MASTERPIECE OF
STORYTELLING

Few artifacts from the medieval period captivate the imagination quite like the Bayeux Tapestry.
This remarkable embroidered cloth, stretching nearly 70 meters in length, offers a vivid visual
account of the events leading up to and including the Battle of Hastings in 1066. For historians, art
lovers, and casual visitors alike, the Bayeux Tapestry Battle of Hastings narrative is not just a record
of a single conflict; it is a window into a world of political intrigue, military strategy, and cultural
transformation. In this article, we will explore the tapestry's origins, its detailed depiction of the
battle, its historical accuracy, and its enduring legacy as a masterpiece of medieval art.

What Is the Bayeux Tapestry?

Contrary to its name, the Bayeux Tapestry is not actually a woven tapestry. It is an embroidered
cloth made of linen, decorated with woolen yarns in eight vibrant colors. The work is believed to
have been commissioned shortly after the Norman Conquest, most likely in the 1070s, by Bishop
Odo of Bayeux, who was William the Conqueror's half-brother. The exact location of its creation
remains a topic of scholarly debate, but many experts believe it was produced in England by skilled
Anglo-Saxon embroiderers working in Kent or Winchester. The Bayeux Tapestry Battle of
Hastings sequence forms the dramatic climax of the entire narrative, but the story it tells begins
years earlier.

The Political Background: Why the Battle
of Hastings Happened

To fully appreciate the tapestry's value, it is essential to understand the historical context. In January
1066, King Edward the Confessor of England died without a direct heir. This sparked a succession
crisis that involved three major claimants:

e Harold Godwinson, the powerful English earl who was crowned king immediately after
Edward's death.

e William, Duke of Normandy, who claimed that Edward had promised him the throne and
that Harold had sworn an oath to support his claim.

e Harald Hardrada, the King of Norway, who also asserted a right to the English crown.

The tapestry begins with a scene showing Edward the Confessor speaking to Harold, setting the
stage for the dramatic events that follow. It then depicts Harold's journey to Normandy, where he is
captured, rescued by William, and eventually swears an oath of allegiance on holy relics. This oath is
a central point of the narrative, as the Normans later used Harold's alleged perjury to justify their
invasion of England.

How the Bayeux Tapestry Depicts the
Events of 1066

The embroidery is a continuous visual narrative, much like a modern comic strip or graphic novel. It
is divided into scenes with Latin inscriptions that explain the action. As the story progresses, the
tension builds. Viewers see Harold returning to England, being crowned king, and then preparing for
war on two fronts. The tapestry shows the English fleet and Harold's army marching south after
defeating Harald Hardrada at the Battle of Stamford Bridge in late September 1066.

Meanwhile, William's Norman fleet crosses the English Channel. The tapestry famously depicts the
ships being built, loaded with horses and supplies, and then setting sail. The Normans land at
Pevensey in Sussex and begin fortifying their position. The stage is now set for the Bayeux
Tapestry Battle of Hastings sequence, which is the most detailed and dramatic section of the
entire work.

The Battle of Hastings: A Step-by-Step
Visual Account

The tapestry's depiction of the battle itself is a masterpiece of medieval storytelling. It is not a
chaotic jumble of fighting figures but a carefully organized sequence that conveys the key phases of
the conflict. The battle took place on October 14, 1066, near the town of Hastings, on a ridge known
as Senlac Hill.

THE NORMAN CAVALRY CHARGE

One of the first things viewers notice is the Norman cavalry charging up the hill against the English
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shield wall. The tapestry shows riders in chainmail armor, carrying lances and kite-shaped shields.
Their horses are depicted in mid-gallop, capturing the energy and violence of the assault. The
English, led by Harold Godwinson, are shown standing shoulder to shoulder behind a wall of shields,
armed with axes and spears. This visual contrast between the mobile Norman cavalry and the static
English infantry is a key element of the narrative.

THE DEATH OF HAROLD GODWINSON

The climax of the Bayeux Tapestry Battle of Hastings is undoubtedly the death of King Harold.
The tapestry shows an English soldier pulling an arrow from his eye, and then Harold himself being
cut down by a Norman knight. This iconic scene has become one of the most famous images in
Western art. The Latin inscription above reads, "Here King Harold is killed." It is worth noting that
the exact manner of Harold's death is still debated by historians; some sources suggest he was
killed by a blow to the head rather than an arrow in the eye. Nevertheless, the tapestry's version has
become the dominant image in popular culture.

THE RouT OF THE ENGLISH

After Harold's death, the English army begins to falter. The tapestry shows the Normans pursuing
the fleeing English soldiers across the battlefield. The final scenes are fragmentary because the
original end of the tapestry has been lost. However, it is clear that the story ended with William's
victory and his coronation as King of England on Christmas Day 1066.

Historical Accuracy: How Reliable Is the
Bayeux Tapestry?

Historians have long debated the accuracy of the tapestry as a historical source. On one hand, it
provides an unparalleled visual record of 11th-century warfare. The details of armor, weapons, ships,
and clothing are consistent with archaeological evidence from the period. For example, the kite-
shaped shields and nasal helmets shown in the tapestry are genuine Norman and Anglo-Saxon
military equipment.

On the other hand, the tapestry is clearly a work of propaganda commissioned by the victorious
Normans. It deliberately portrays Harold as a perjurer who broke his sacred oath, thereby justifying
William's invasion. The tapestry minimizes any Norman brutality and emphasizes the legitimacy of
William's claim. It also omits certain events that would have been unfavorable to the Norman cause.
Despite these biases, the Bayeux Tapestry Battle of Hastings remains an invaluable historical
document when read with a critical eye.

The Artistic Significance of the Tapestry

Beyond its historical value, the tapestry is a remarkable work of art. Its visual language is
sophisticated and expressive. The embroiderers used a technique called "laid and couched" work,
which creates a smooth, even surface. The colors are still vivid after nearly 1,000 years, thanks to
the high-quality vegetable dyes used. The borders of the tapestry are particularly interesting; they
contain images of animals, fables, and scenes from everyday life that sometimes comment on or
parallel the main narrative. For example, images of foxes and crows scavenging on the battlefield
foreshadow the death and destruction to come.

Where Is the Bayeux Tapestry Today?

The tapestry has been housed in the town of Bayeux in Normandy, France, for most of its existence.
It is displayed at the Bayeux Museum (Musée de la Tapisserie de Bayeux) in a specially designed,
climate-controlled gallery. Visitors can walk alongside the entire length of the embroidery, viewing
the story in sequence, just as medieval audiences might have done. The museum provides audio
guides and multilingual explanations, making the experience accessible to international visitors.

There have been periodic calls for the tapestry to be loaned to England, particularly in the lead-up to
major anniversaries of the battle. However, the tapestry's fragile condition makes any movement
extremely risky. It remains in France, where it is one of the country's most treasured national
artifacts.

The Legacy of the Bayeux Tapestry

The influence of the Bayeux Tapestry extends far beyond the field of medieval history. It has
inspired countless works of art, literature, and film. Its visual style has been imitated in everything
from historical documentaries to fantasy epics. The narrative structure of the tapestry—a continuous
sequence of images with accompanying text—is a direct precursor to the modern comic strip.

For historians, the tapestry is an irreplaceable resource. It provides information about 11th-century
shipbuilding, military tactics, and courtly life that is simply not available from any other source. For
casual viewers, it is a gripping story told with remarkable skill and beauty. The Bayeux Tapestry
Battle of Hastings is not just a depiction of a battle; it is a meditation on power, loyalty, and the
consequences of ambition.

Visiting the Bayeux Museum: What to
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Expect

If you are planning a trip to Normandy, a visit to the Bayeux Museum should be high on your list.
The museum offers a comprehensive experience. Upon arrival, you are given an audio guide that
walks you through the entire tapestry scene by scene. The lighting is dim to protect the delicate
fabric, but the details are still clearly visible. The museum also has an exhibition about the history of
the tapestry, including its preservation and its previous locations. The nearby city of Bayeux is
charming in its own right, with a beautiful cathedral and a peaceful, historic atmosphere.

Interesting Facts About the Bayeux
Tapestry

1. The tapestry is 68.3 meters long and 50 centimeters tall. About 4 meters of the original end
are missing.

2. Itis made from nine panels of linen sewn together.

3. The embroidery uses eight colors of wool yarn: terracotta, blue-green, gold, olive green, light

blue, dark blue, rust red, and beige.

4. There are 623 human figures, 202 horses, 55 dogs, 505 other animals, 37 buildings, and 41

ships depicted.

. The tapestry survived the French Revolution by being used as a cover for a military wagon.

6. During World War I, the tapestry was stored in the Louvre Museum in Paris to protect it from
bombing.

7. It has been the subject of a modern replica, created by a group of embroiderers in England,
which is displayed in Reading Museum.

Conclusion

The Bayeux Tapestry Battle of Hastings is far more than a simple piece of cloth. It is a historical
document, a work of art, and a cultural icon. Its detailed visual narrative brings to life one of the
most pivotal moments in English and European history—the Norman Conquest of 1066. While it is
inevitably a product of its time, with all the biases and propagandistic intent that implies, its value
as a source of information and inspiration is immeasurable. Whether you are a dedicated historian, a
student of art, or simply someone who enjoys a good story, the Bayeux Tapestry offers an
unforgettable journey into the medieval world. Its threads continue to weave together the past and
the present, reminding us of the power of storytelling to shape our understanding of history.
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