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The Bayeux Tapestry -
Description and History
by Baroness Sine ni Dheaghaidh, CP

The Bayeux Tapestry consists of eight conjoined strips of different lengths of fabric to form a longer piece 20 inches wide and 230 feet long. It was originally longer, but at some point in its long history, the end was torn off.

The ground fabric is linen and was originally off-white. It is now an off-white grayish color. It is woven in a fine tabby weave with warp and weft counts of 18-19 threads per centimeter. The embroidery consists of two stitches, stem and laid work and couching. Seven colors were used, terracotta, blue-green, old gold, olive green, blue, safe green and dark blue or black. In the nineteenth century, a sickly yellow was used to mend frayed threads in some areas.

There are 72 scenes with 1500 figures (623 humans, 55 dogs, 202 horses, 41 ships, 49 trees, almost 2000 Latin words and over 500 mythical and non-mythical creatures such as birds and dragons.).

The Tapestry tells the story of the events leading up to and including the Battle of Hastings. It is thought that the missing piece depicts the crowning of William as King of England.

Most scholars agree that the Tapestry was commissioned by Bishop Odo, the half- brother of William and was made in the south of England before 1082. The first known mention of the Tapestry was in the fifteenth century, when it was listed in the accounts of the Bayeux Cathedral.

Because it was rolled up and stored, the Tapestry has survived fires and wars for nearly 500 years. The Tapestry is extremely important to historians because it is the prime source for knowledge of the Norman Conquest and the events leading up to it.

The Tapestry currently resides in Bayeux, France, in its' own museum, the former Palace of the Bishops of Bayeux. It is displayed in a special lighted glass covered frame that runs around three sides of a specially designed gallery, for the world to enjoy.


Laid Work and Couching
The Bayeux Tapestry Stitch

1. Outline your design with stem stitch. 
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2. Determine in what direction your stitches are going. It sometimes helps to pencil in light lines to guide you in keeping your stitches straight.

3. Fill in a portion of your piece with laid work stitches. These are similar to satin stitches, but do not go all the way around on the backside of the piece. Work back and forth across the area to be filled, picking up only a small piece of fabric at each edge. Then work back, filling in the spaces left.
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4. When the area on which you are working is covered completely with stitches, you are ready to begin couching. Lay a piece of yarn (in a contrasting color) horizontally across the laid work. With small and uniform stitches, tack the horizontal yarn down at regular intervals with the same yarn. In other words, take your horizontal yarn down at the end of the design and come up to the surface at intervals to catch the yarn in a small tacking stitch.
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5. Lay down another row of yarn and couch it, staggering the stitches with the row above it. Continue until all laid work is couched.
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On Line Resources for the Bayeux Tapestry Eyewitness to History

History:

Eyewitness to History 
http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/bayeux.htm

Bayeux Tapestry finale
http://www.madeira.co.uk/bayeux_index.html

More about the tapestry
http://www.hastings1066.com/history.shtml

View the Bayeux Tapestry
http://www.sjolander.com/viking/museum/bt/bt.htm

History of the events as told by a SCAdian
http://www.ealdormere.sca.org/university/bayeux.shtml


Techniques and uses: 

Anglo-Saxon embroidery techniques
http://www.regia.org/embroid.htm

Embroidery and costuming
http://comp.uark.edu/~telewis/embr.html

Uses of laid work and couching
http://www.geocities.com/aenor_anjou/coif.htm
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