
It is a mir a cle of cooperation across bor ders that brings two cul tures to gether and re veals they are the
same, af ter all. I’m not talk ing about the news this week that France’s pres i dent has given the go-ahead for
the Bayeux tapestry to visit Bri tain. I am de scrib ing the tapestry it self.

It comes to some thing when we have to turn to the early mid dle ages for lessons in com pas sion and how
to be Euro peans. The tapestry was cre ated in a world of near-uni ver sal il lit er acy and tiny life ex pectan cies, a
re mote time when a comet pass ing in the sky was a sign from God. In 1066 the Nor mans in vaded Eng land.
Their leader, Duke Wil liam, seized the crown af ter killing his An gloSaxon ri val Harold God win son at the Bat- 
tle of Hast ings. Very soon af ter that a more than 70-me tre long comic strip was cre ated that tells the story of
the Nor man in va sion in bold, em broi dered images that re veal one sub tle de tail af ter an other to cre ate a mov- 
ing pic ture (in ev ery sense) of what war is re ally like.

All great his tor i cal events are com plex. Mod ern his to ri ans can tell you that, and the Bayeux tapestry
shows it. The in cred i ble thing about this ap par ently prim i tive work made so long ago is it shows the truth
from mul ti ple points of view, with re spect for the losers as well as win ners.

“It’s a fan tas tic ex am ple of the mak ing of his tory,” says Si mon Schama, the writer and broad caster, awed
by the sto ry telling skills. “My favourite bit is where the em broi der ers abol ish the bor ders at the point where
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the ar mada sails so you have this ex ten sion in space, cre at ing the sense of an in fi nite flotilla. There’s also a
cou ple hav ing it off. And peas ants in the border pulling the hauberks off the dead.”

It all starts with a hol i day gone wrong. Per haps the trip the An glo-Saxon no ble Harold takes to Nor- 
mandy in the early scenes of the tapestry is more busi ness than plea sure, but what ever his plans, they are
wrecked. He ends up a “guest” of Duke Wil liam, who gets him to swear an oath of loyalty. Harold has to
stand with his hands on two reli quary cas kets. Wil liam sits on his throne, the im age of a king. He points to
the relics in an acutely cin e matic im age of smoul der ing power. Al ready the ques tion hits you: whose side are
the artists on? This is no sim ple pro pa ganda im age. Harold is por trayed just as sen si tively as Wil liam. If any- 
thing, we’re on Harold’s side.

Schama be lieves the tapestry was com mis sioned by Odo, bishop of Bayeux and half-brother to Wil liam.
Af ter the Nor man vic tory at Hast ings, Odo was made Earl of Kent, giv ing him ac cess to “Europe’s great est
em broi der ers”. The style of Kent’s crafts peo ple has been de tected in the bright wool. Chances are it is their
work and, in its most sub ver sive mo ments, their vi sion.

Am biva lence runs sub tly like a thread through this richly told story. If it only showed the Nor mans build- 
ing cas tles when they land in Eng land, that would be im pres sive pro pa ganda. Yet it also shows them burn ing
a house – not such a good look. The An glo-Sax ons are por trayed fight ing bravely. Harold’s death is given
tragic pathos. Schama thinks this even-handed qual ity un der lines “the sense the em broi der ers are bound to
be English”. This is where the Bayeux tapestry be comes an em bod i ment of its liv ing com plex ity. It is both a
Nor man brag and a Saxon lament.

This is a wise, tol er ant work of art that sees no need to in sult the weak or make gods of the strong. “It’s so
much about English ness or Bri tish ness and at the same time how that is rooted in Nor man ness,” mar vels
Schama. At a time when our re la tion ship with Europe is be ing re made – or just plain bro ken – here is a doc- 
u ment of how in ter wo ven that re la tion ship is.

The story be hind Macron’s dar ing cul tural ges ture also has an in tri cate weave. It started in the Bri tish
Mu seum, which is prob a bly where the tapestry will be shown in 2022, if sci en tific tests con firm it can travel.
Un der its cur rent direc tor, Hartwig Fis cher, and his pre de ces sor, Neil MacGre gor, this mu seum has de vel- 
oped an ideal of “cul tural diplo macy”, the use of mu se ums
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and their trea sures to open doors be tween na tions. Now it’s do ing that for Brexit Bri tain by bring ing our
Euro pean story home to us.

In 2013 Michael Lewis, the mu seum’s deputy head of Bri tain, Europe and pre his tory, joined a com mit tee
to help plan a gallery in Bayeux for the town’s trea sure. As he sat on this com mit tee he got an idea. What
would hap pen to the tapestry when its space was be ing re built? Lewis be gan talk ing to his col leagues in
Bayeux about the pos si bil ity of lend ing it to Bri tain. Th ese talks de vel oped un til they were taken to civil ser- 
vice lev els. Then sud denly the French pres i dent stepped in.

But of course Macron de serves the credit, Lewis in sists. The pres i dent saw its po ten tial, cut through red
tape and has used his author ity to make a me dieval dream come true. Fis cher agrees, say ing Macron is “ex- 
tremely aware of what con sti tutes Europe through his tory. What are the ideas that have shaped Europe?
What is the shared her itage? If you read his speech in Athens last year, he seems to be aware of the role cul- 
ture plays.”

Macron gave that speech on the an cient Pnyx hill in Athens and de liv ered part of it in Greek. Fis cher does
not, how ever, see any anal ogy be tween the tapestry and the Parthenon mar bles, the trea sure of the Bri tish
Mu seum whose re turn Greece has so long de manded. Bri tain does not claim to own the Bayeux tapestry, he
points out. Is he sure? Af ter speak ing to him, I see this head line: “The Bayeux tapestry’s English. If the
French want it back they’ll have to in vade!” Which seems a bit pre ma ture.



Yet any at tempt to twist the Bayeux tapestry into petty pa tri o tism looks des per ate. This mas ter piece is,
says Fis cher, “about ex change. It makes you aware of how na tional bor ders come out of a long process.”

So, there you have it – the tapestry is com ing to Bri tain in a re mainer plot hatched at the ul tra-lib eral Bri- 
tish Mu seum. 1066 is where Bri tish his tory starts in many minds. Think ing about it means think ing about
who the Bri tish are. If you look at the tapestry with both eyes open the an swers to that can be seen.

It’s true we are an is land. Yet to look at those em broi dered ships with their mul ti coloured sails is to see
the rich ness of the for eign, the dif fer ent. The tapestry is a mix of threads. The true flag of Europe.


