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As the ample bibliography included in The Bayeux Tapestry: New Interpretations
attests, the tapestry or embroidery has generated a flood of scholarship beginning in
the nineteenth century and continuing throughout the twentieth.[1] The stated
intent of this volume of essays is to open the gates for continuing work on
embroidery into the future (pp. xiv-xv). The title of the volume raises the question of
what is new about the work on the Bayeux Tapestry contained in these ten essays: in
reading the collection I came to three different answers to that question. Some
essays offer new solutions to longstanding questions about the embroidery, in
particular those of its patronage and its depiction of Harold Godwinson’s death;
others look to previously unexamined aspects of its physical form, its back side and
apparent “mistakes” in its working, that may provide new evidence for
understanding it; and a final group of essays brings new interpretative agendas to
the embroidery, including interests in gender, performance, and post-colonialism.

The volume begins with Elizabeth Carson Pastan and Stephen D. White’s essay
“Problematizing Patronage: Odo of Bayeux and the Bayeux Tapestry” and, prior to
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the bibliography, it concludes with Martin K. Foys’ contribution “Pulling the Arrow
Out: The Legend of Harold’s Death and the Bayeux Tapestry.” Pastan andWhite
accept the common identification of Bishop Odo of Bayeux as the most likely patron
for the embroidery but raise questions concerning his role as patron in its
production.[2] They write that the existing model of patronage, which imagines the
patron as projecting his ego and his agenda into the design of the work of art, is a
Renaissance model inappropriate for understanding medieval materials. They
understand Odo as patron as instigating and supporting the embroidery’s
production and as determining its overall subject matter, but not micro-managing
its design. For authorship of the design and so intentionality in the production of the
embroidery, they look instead to the monks of St. Augustine’s at Canterbury, as those
most likely responsible for its production. For Pastan andWhite, identifying the
monks as the agents behind the embroidery helps to explain why it is not as
universally pro-Norman as we might expect it to be, for they had connections with
those on both sides of the conflict.[3] Foys’ essay stands out in a collection intended
to open up new work on the embroidery for his stated intent is to close the question
of the means of Harold’s death. He argues that Harold is not shown in the
embroidery as being killed by an arrow shot through his eye, but that he is instead to
be identified as the nearby figure cut down by a mounted Norman knight.[4] The
idea that Harold was killed by an arrow in the eye is, Foys argues, a product of
twelfth-century textual amplifications that led nineteenth-century restorers to
transform the figure of a guard with a spear above his face into the figure that now
seems to receive the arrow shot.

The issue of restorations to the embroidery is also addressed in Gale R.
Owen-Crocker’s “Behind the Bayeux Tapestry,” for they are more obvious on its back
side. Owen-Croker’s essay is based on photographs of the reverse side of the
embroidery that were taken in 1982-3 but that have had little circulation or scholarly
discussion. As well as identifying reconstructions, the back also shows stem stitch in
use throughout the embroidery alongside couched work and it reveals the presence
of a correcting hand throughout the work. Examination of the back may also speak
to the issue of the relationship between the embroidery’s main images, its margins,
and its text.[5] Owen-Crocker writes that, from her examination of the photographs, it
appears that threads do not cross from one of these areas to the other, which
suggests that they were designed and executed independently. However, as she
acknowledges, Owen-Crocker’s interpretation of the photographs contradicts the
published reports of the restorers who investigated the embroidery itself also in
1982-3.[6] I can only join with Owen-Crocker in wishing that the reverse were more
readily available for study by interested scholars. Continuing with a close
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examination of the embroidery, Michael John Lewis’ “Embroidery Errors in the
Bayeux Tapestry and their Relevance for Understanding its Design and Production,”
focuses on what Lewis understands to be mistakes in embroidery itself, more
specifically differences between its apparent design and its actual execution that he
attributes to “careless” embroiderers (pp. 135-137). To consider the potential
significance of these mistakes, Lewis asks why the designer did not insist on having
them corrected and concludes that the embroidery’s design and production were
most likely split between two different locations so that the designer was not present
to inspect and correct the work. Lewis’ argument, however, seems to be contradicted
by Owen-Crocker’s identification of an active correcting hand visible on the
embroidery’s reverse side.

The remaining six essays in the volume, those that are most likely to be of interest to
readers of this journal because of their engagement with new forms of inquiry, share
two common themes. First they consistently move beyond seeing the embroidery as
a straightforward historical document and see it instead as a meaningful
construction.[7] As Karen Eileen Overbey writes in her essay “Taking Place:
Reliquaries and Territorial Authority in the Bayeux Embroidery,” the fact that the two
major saints at Bayeux were contained in a single reliquary and yet are represented
as in two reliquaries in the embroidery makes it clear that these images are “more
than historical” (p. 43). The doubling of the reliquary gives it more visual weight and,
Overbey argues, allows for a meaningful distinction in the forms of the two
reliquaries; one represented as a stationary object and so representing Bayeux as a
stable center of Norman authority, and the other shown as a portable object and so
connected to the practice of using a relic procession as a way of claiming new land.
Overbey and Valerie Allen, in her contribution “On the Nature of Things in the Bayeux
Tapestry and its World,” both recognize meaningful similarities between the
reliquaries in the scene of Harold’s oath and images of King Edward. For Overbey,
Edward’s form while alive represents him as a stable center of authority but his death
pall’s likeness to the portable reliquary suggests that English kingship has become
portable or transferable. For Allen, Edward’s pall’s resemblance to the portable
reliquary identifies him as a holy man: thus Harold touches the holy twice, touching
first the reliquary and then Edward’s hand, which suggests that the second touch
superceded the first and named Harold as Edward’s heir. Allen’s general interest is in
the performative value given to gestures and to objects the embroidery and Overbey
focuses on its depiction of “the taking of places,” on the ways in which it shows place
as constructed, apprehended, transferred, and owned (p. 39).
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This emphasis on the meaningfulness of the embroidery’s images, rather than their
documentary authenticity, continues into the remaining essays in a number of
different forms. Like Allen, Shirley Ann Brown in her essay “Auctoritas, Consilium, et
Auxilium: Images of Authority in the Bayeux Tapestry” is interested in the objects
represented in the embroidery, from birds and dogs to long axes, which she reads as
symbols of power. Also like Allen, Dan Terkla in his contribution “From Hastingus to
Hastings and Beyond: Inexorable Inevitability in the Bayeux Tapestry” pays careful
attention to gestures, noting that Harold frequently gestures with his left hand
where William gestures with his right and that this left/right distinction plays into the
overall left-right movement of the narrative. In his “Making Sounds Visible in the
Bayeux Tapestry,” Richard Brilliant writes of the battle scenes’ jagged lines and
complex compositions as creating a visual disturbance that may have recalled the
aural experience of war for the embroidery’s original viewers. Finally, in her
contribution “Anglo-SaxonWomen, Norman Knights, and a ‘Third Sex’ in the Bayeux
Embroidery,” Madeline Caviness looks to the construction of gender within its
images. First, she writes of its general exclusion of women and then, in the absence
of women, of its construction of two forms of masculinity; distinguishing between
the phallic potency of the Normans and the flawed masculinity of the defeated
Anglo-Saxons. According to Caviness, the Normans are distinguished as virile by their
well-hung horses and their phallic swords, spears, and arrows, while the Anglo-
Saxons are feminized by their long hair and Harold in particular is repeated
represented as vulnerable and exposed and so unmanly.

A second theme that ties together many of these essays is their interest in
post-colonial issues and in particular in the embroidery’s construction of Norman
identity and so Norman power. Brown’s essay reads the details of the embroidery as
images of power within specific Norman concepts of power and authority. Overbey’s
reading of the reliquaries shows the embroidery legitimizing William’s rule through
religious references. Caviness’s essay shows the binary construction of masculinity in
the embroidery to be part and parcel of its construction of Norman power. Dan
Terkla likewise connects the left/right distinction in Harold andWilliam’s gestures to
the overall left-to-right movement of the narrative as part of an “inevitability topos”
that he identifies in the embroidery’s representation of William’s conquest (p. 143).
Terkla is also interested in textual comparisons for the embroidery with panegyrics
that emphasize the imperial scale of Norman ambitions and in the broad range of
pictorial sources used for the embroidery’s images as likewise suggesting a imperial
scope to Norman power.[8] This emphasis on the construction of Norman identity
and power may be the most fruitful aspect of this collection in terms of suggesting
directions for future scholarship on the embroidery. It suggests that the
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longstanding issue that Pastan andWhite raise, that the embroidery does not seem
to be as straightforwardly pro-Norman as we would expect, is most likely a problem
with our expectations rather than with the embroidery itself. We need to use the
embroidery to understand the Norman project of power in Norman terms.
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