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THE ENDURING
MYSTERY OF THE
NEEDLE: WHO
MADE THE BAYEUX
TAPESTRY?

For nearly a thousand
years,  the  Bayeux
T a p e s t r y  h a s
captivated  historians,
art  lovers,  and  casual
observers  alike.  This
r e m a r k a b l e
embroidered  cloth,
stretching  nearly  70
meters in length,  tells
the  dramatic  story  of
the  Norman  Conquest
of  England  in  1066,
culminating  in  the
Battle of Hastings. It is
a  m a s t e r p i e c e  o f

narrative art, a political
d o c u m e n t ,  a n d  a
historical  source  of
immense  value.  Yet,
despite its fame, one of
the  most  fundamental
questions  remains
surprisingly  difficult  to
answer  with  certainty:
who made the Bayeux
Tapestry? The tapestry
i t s e l f  b e a r s  n o
signature, no workshop
mark,  and  no  clear
contemporary  record
naming  its  creators.
U n r a v e l i n g  t h i s
mystery  requires  a
deep  dive  into  the
political  landscape  of
the  11th  century,  the
artistic  conventions  of
the  t ime ,  and  the
painstaking  work  of
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modern  scholars.  The
answer,  as  we  wi l l
discover, is not a single
name, but a fascinating
story  of  patronage,
politics, and the skilled,
often  anonymous,
hands  of  medieval
artisans.

What
Exactly Is
the
Bayeux
Tapestry?
Before  exploring  the
identity of its creators,
i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o
understand  what  the
B a y e u x  T a p e s t r y
actually is.  Despite its
n a m e ,  i t  i s  n o t  a
tapestry  in  the  true
sense  of  the  word,
which implies  a  fabric
woven  on  a  l oom.

I n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a n
embroidery,  created
using  wool  yarn  on  a
linen ground. The main
narrative is stitched in
stem  stitch  and  laid-
and-couched  work,
with  details  added  in
outline  stitch.  It  is  a
colossal  work  of  art,
measuring  roughly
68.3 meters long by 50
cent imeters  h igh,
though  it  is  believed
that a final section has
b e e n  l o s t .  T h e
embroidery  depicts
o v e r  6 0 0  h u m a n
figures,  700  animals,
200  horses,  37  ships,
and dozens of buildings
and trees,  all  working
together to tell a story
t h a t  i s  b o t h  p r o -
Norman  and,  in  some
s u b t l e  w a y s ,
sympathetic  to  the
defeated  Engl ish.
Understanding  i ts
physical  form  is  the
first  step  in
understanding  the
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immense  labor  and
skill  required  for  its
creation, which in turn
helps  narrow  down
w h o  c o u l d  h a v e
possibly  made  it.

The
Patron:
The Key
to
Unlocking
the
Mystery
T h e  m o s t  w i d e l y
a c c e p t e d  t h e o r y
regarding the creation
of the Bayeux Tapestry
centers on the figure of
Odo  of  Bayeux,  the
half-brother  of  William
the Conqueror.  Bishop
Odo  was  a  powerful

and ambitious Norman
nob le  who  fought
alongside  William  at
Hastings.  After  the
conques t ,  he  was
made  Earl  of  Kent,
becoming  one  of  the
wealthiest  and  most
influential  men  in
Eng land .  Severa l
pieces  of  evidence
strongly  point  to  Odo
as  the  patron  who
commissioned  the
work.

Prominent Role
in the
Narrative: The
tapestry gives
Bishop Odo a
surprisingly
prominent role.
He is seen
advising his
brother William,
rallying the
Norman troops
before the battle,
and wielding a
club instead of a
sword (perhaps a
comment on
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clerical rules
against shedding
blood). This level
of focus suggests
a personal
connection to the
commissioning of
the piece.
Mention in the
Domesday
Book: The
Domesday Book,
compiled in
1086, records
Odo as a major
landowner in
Kent. The
tapestry's final
scenes depict
events in and
around Dover, a
key possession of
Odo's in England.
Place of
Display: The
tapestry was
displayed in
Bayeux
Cathedral in
Normandy, which
was Odo's
cathedral. It was

here that he held
his bishopric. It is
highly logical
that he would
commission a
great artwork for
his own
cathedral.
Historical
Timing: The
style and details
of the
embroidery,
particularly the
armor and
architecture,
place its creation
firmly in the late
11th century,
precisely during
the peak of Odo's
power, before his
fall from grace
and
imprisonment by
William in 1082.
This timeline fits
perfectly with the
theory of Odean
patronage.

Thus,  when  we  ask
"who made the Bayeux
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Tapestry," the first and
most critical part of the
answer is likely Bishop
Odo. He was the man
with  the  motive,  the
m e a n s  ( i m m e n s e
w e a l t h ) ,  a n d  t h e
o p p o r t u n i t y  ( a
cathedral in need of a
grand  decora t ive
piece).  He  was  the
driving  force  behind
the project, but he was
not  the  one  with  the
needle.

The
Workshop
:
Identifyin
g the
Hands at

Work
If  Bishop Odo was the
patron,  then  the  next
question becomes: who
p h y s i c a l l y  a n d
artistically created the
embroidered narrative?
The sheer scale of the
work points to a large,
organized  workshop,
not  a  single  isolated
artisan.  Scholars  have
turned  to  styl ist ic
analysis  and  historical
context  to  locate  this
workshop.

THE CANTERBURY
CONNECTION

The  most  compelling
evidence  points  to
Canterbury,  England,
as the place where the
tapestry  was  actually
embroidered.  Several
factors  support  this
conclusion:

Artistic Style:
The figures,
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animals, and
decorative
borders in the
Bayeux Tapestry
bear a striking
resemblance to
illustrations
found in Anglo-
Saxon
manuscripts
produced at
Canterbury,
particularly the
Old English
Hexateuch (a
biblical
manuscript). The
way humans are
drawn, the
treatment of
drapery, the
stylized trees,
and the
fantastical
creatures in the
borders all echo
the Winchester
style that
flourished in
southern
England,
especially in

Canterbury.
Stitching
Techniques:
The specific
techniques used,
such as the laid-
and-couched
work for filling in
large areas of
color, were a
specialty of
English
embroiderers.
Anglo-Saxon
embroidery,
known as opus
anglicanum
(English work),
was already
famous
throughout
Europe for its
quality and
beauty. It was a
highly prized
export.
Historical
Logic: Although
Odo was a
Norman bishop,
his power base
was in England
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as the Earl of
Kent. Canterbury
was the
metropolitan
center of Kent. It
would have been
far more
practical for Odo
to commission
the work from
the best local
embroiderers in
his own domain
than to transport
materials and
workers across
the English
Channel. England
had the skilled
labor; Normandy
did not have a
comparable
tradition of large-
scale narrative
embroidery.
Textual
Inscriptions:
The Latin
inscriptions on
the tapestry are
written in a script
that is consistent

with those found
in manuscripts
from Canterbury.
Furthermore, the
Latin contains
occasional Anglo-
Saxon linguistic
influences,
suggesting the
scribes who
designed the text
were English, not
Norman.

THE WORKERS:
MEN OR WOMEN?
T h i s  i s  a n o t h e r
fascinating layer of the
m y s t e r y .  I n  t h e
medieval period, large-
scale  embroidery  in
monastic  and  courtly
sett ings  was  often
carried  out  by  both
men and women. While
w o m e n  w e r e  t h e
primary  producers  of
household embroidery,
p r o f e s s i o n a l
workshops,  especially
those  within  monastic
sc r i p to r i a ,  cou ld
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involve  either  gender.
Given that the Bayeux
T a p e s t r y  i s  a
monumental  work,
likely  produced  in  a
single,  coordinated
effort,  it  was  probably
t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  a
dedicated  team.  It
would have required:

Designers
(Scribes and
Artists): Likely
monks or trained
lay artists from a
scriptorium, who
drafted the
narrative on the
linen. Their job
was to compose
the scenes, write
the Latin
inscriptions, and
draw the figures
in outline.
Embroiderers
(Needleworker
s): The actual
hands that
stitched the
wool. Based on
the stylistic

consistency and
the sheer volume
of work, it was
likely a team of
experienced
embroiderers.
They could have
been nuns from a
local convent,
laywomen skilled
in opus
anglicanum, or
even monks
trained in textile
arts. The fact
that the work
was done in a
large workshop
setting strongly
suggests it was a
commercial or
monastic
enterprise, not a
domestic one.
A Coordinator
(Artesian
Master): A
master
embroiderer or
head of the
workshop would
have overseen
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the entire
project, ensuring
consistency in
style, color, and
technique across
the dozens of
meters of fabric.

The
Evidence
from the
Stitches:
A
Mastercla
ss in
Medieval
SEO
Looking closely  at  the
tapestry itself,  we can
find  clues  about  its

makers.  For  example,
the  primary  colors
used—terracotta,  olive
green,  buff,  and
various blues—were all
produced from natural
dyes.  The  consistency
of the wool and the dye
lots  suggests  a  well-
o rgan ized  supp ly
chain.  Furthermore,
t h e  w o r k  i s  n o t
uniform. By examining
the stitch density  and
technique,  experts
have  identified  subtle
differences  in  the
hands  of  individual
embroiderers.  Some
sect ions  are  more
finely  worked,  with
tighter  stitching,  while
others  are  sl ightly
l o o s e r  o r  l e s s
confident.  This
suggests a hierarchical
workshop, with master
embroiderers  leading
apprentices  or  less
experienced  workers.
The use of classic stem
stitch for  the lettering
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is  so  consistent  and
fine  that  it  was  likely
done  by  a  specialist
scribe-embroiderer,
demonstrating the high
level  of  specialization
that  existed  within
these  workshops.  This
invisible hierarchy is a
silent testament to the
skill  and  organization
of the team who made
the Bayeux Tapestry.

Alternativ
e and
Additiona
l Theories
While  the  Canterbury-
Odo theory is the most
widely  accepted,  it  is
not the only one. Some
scholars  have  posited
alternative theories:

A Norman
Commission in

England: Some
argue that while
Odo was the
patron, the work
could have been
designed and
executed in a
Norman
monastery in
England, though
the artistic style
remains
stubbornly
Anglo-Saxon.
A Single
Master
Designer: Could
the tapestry be
the work of a
single,
anonymous
genius who both
designed and
oversaw the
embroidery? The
narrative's
sophisticated
storytelling, use
of flashbacks,
subplots (like the
appearance of
Halley's Comet),
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and political
nuance suggest
a single, brilliant
mind was behind
the composition.
This person
would have been
a true master of
visual rhetoric.
The Question
of Queen
Matilda: An old
but discredited
legend held that
the tapestry was
made by Queen
Matilda, William
the Conqueror's
wife, and her
ladies-in-waiting.
This idea is
charming but
unsupported by
any evidence.
The political
subtlety and the
location of its
creation in
England rather
than the Norman
court make this
highly unlikely. It

remains a
popular myth,
however.

Conclusio
n: The
Collective
Creators
So ,  who  made  the
Bayeux  Tapestry?  The
most  accurate  answer
is not a single person,
but a collective. It was
a  m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
patronage  and  craft.
The  powerful  Bishop
Odo of Bayeux paid for
it  and  provided  the
p u r p o s e .  T h e
des igners ,  l i ke l y
learned  monks  from
Canterbury, gave it its
narrative strength and
artistic vision. And the
skilled  embroiderers,
t h e  a n o n y m o u s
a r t i s a n s  o f  e a r l y
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medieval  England,
brought the cloth to life
with  their  needles.
They were the masters
of  opus  anglicanum,
turning wool and linen
into a story that would
survive  a  millennium.
The Bayeux Tapestry is
a monument not just to
the Norman Conquest,
b u t  t o  t h e
underappreciated  skill
o f  t h e  m e d i e v a l
needleworker  and  the

organized  power  of  a
well-managed,  early
medieval  workshop.
The  specific  names  of
the  men  and  women
who  st i tched  their
history  into  the  fabric
are  lost  to  time,  but
their  legacy  remains,
unrolled  for  the  world
to  see,  a  permanent
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
human need to record,
to  commemorate,  and
to tell a story.


