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Saint Edmund: King and Martyr.
Iconography is the traditional or conventional images or symbols associated with a subject particularly of a legendary or religious subject. Male states that during the Middle Ages ‘the artistic representation of sacred subjects was a science governed by fixed laws which could not be broken at the dictates of individual imagination,’[footnoteRef:1] This journal accompanies the presentation, Saint Edmund: King and Martyr which focusses on the legend of the saint, particularly his martyrdom, as well as the iconography used to depict him. [1:  E. Male, The Gothic Image: Religious Art in France of the Thirteenth Century, (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958), p.1] 

Edmund was the Saxon king of East Anglia from around 855 until his death and was regarded as a wise and just ruler, and a great defender of the Christian church. In 869, the Viking army advanced on East Anglia. Edmund and his army marched to meet them, and a battle was fought near Thetford, Norfolk. It is unclear on the circumstances surrounding Edmunds capture but soon after his victory in battle, he was captured. Edmund was told that his life would be spared if he renounced his Christian faith but being a devout man, he refused. 
Abbo of Fleury’s penned the Life of Saint Edmund[footnoteRef:2] and the legend of Saint Edmund is contained within The Golden Legend.[footnoteRef:3] Both these sources describe how Edmund was tied to a tree, beaten and shot with arrows, during which he continued to pray. Therefore, the order was given for him to be beheaded. His body was left on the ground and his head was hidden in thickets, so that it would not be found denying him a Christian burial. The first image used in the presentation to depict this is a miniature from John Lydgate’s Metrical lives of Saints Edmund and Fremund.[footnoteRef:4] The image shows the martyrdom of Saint Edmund, pierced with arrows and in prayer. The second image depicting this scene is taken from The Miscellany on the Life of St Edmund which is attributed to Alexis Master, c1130.[footnoteRef:5] Again, this image shows the martyrdom of Saint Edmund who is pierced with arrows. It also shows the hand of God emerging from heaven. [2:  Abbo of Fleury’s, ‘Life of Saint Edmund King of East Anglia before 870’ [online]. Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/870abbo-edmund.asp]  [3:  Jacobus de Voragine, Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints [online]. Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/]  [4:  John Lydgate, Metrical Lives of Saint’s Edmund and Fremund [online]. Available: http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=6643&CollID=8&NStart=2278]  [5: Alexis Master, The Miscellany on the Life of St Edmund [online]. Available: https://www.themorgan.org/collection/Life-and-Miracles-of-St-Edmund] 

According to legend, Edmund’s men heard his head cry out “here! here! here!” and following the sound, found his head being guarded by a wolf.[footnoteRef:6] The next two images used within the presentation depict this. They, again, are taken from Lydgate’s, Lives of Saints and The Miscellany on the Life of St Edmund. Abbo of Fleury states that when the head and body were brought together for burial, they re-joined leaving only ‘a red shining thread in the place of the departing where the head was smitten off.’[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Jacobus de Voragine, Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints [online]. Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/]  [7:  Abbo of Fleury’s, ‘Life of Saint Edmund King of East Anglia before 870’ [online]. Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/870abbo-edmund.asp] 

The figure of Edmund crowned, robed and glorified accounts for nearly sixty percent of known images. Although in many he holds the arrow which is the symbol of his martyrdom, he bears no wounds from his ordeal. Three images were included in the presentation depicting the glory of Saint Edmund. The first image was taken from The Fall of Princes.[footnoteRef:8] The second image was taken from the Macclesfield Psalter.[footnoteRef:9] In the image, Saint Edmunds pose is restrained, gestures solemn and expression calm. Again, he clutches an arrow to symbolise his martyrdom. The third image is a stained-glass window in the church of St Edmund, the king and martyr, Lombard street, London.[footnoteRef:10] Images of saints in stained glass are said to glorify the saint and the refraction of light through their image reflects the belief that they refracted the power of God. [8:  Giovanni Boccaccio, translation by John Lydgate based on a translation by Laurent de Premierfait, The Fall of Princes [online]. Available: http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8737&CollID=8&NStart=1766]  [9:  The Macclesfield Psalter [online]. Available: http://classic.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/gallery/macclesfield/gallery/]  [10:  Stained-glass window in St Edmund, the King and Martyr Church, Lombard St, London [online]. Available: https://n7.alamy.com/zooms/7a3f7061e1984b9cb68f3059493924fb/stained-glass-window-church-of-st-edmund-the-king-and-martyr-lombard-a06kby.jpg] 

The final image used within the presentation is of a carving of the wolf guarding Saint Edmund’s head which is part of the bishop’s chair in Bury St Edmunds Cathedral.[footnoteRef:11] Although this imagery is rarer, other examples remain. An example remains in stonework in the entrance to the choir vestry of St Edmunds church in Hunstanton and it also makes up part of the coat of arms of Bury St Edmunds. [11:  Carving on Bishops Chair, Bury St Edmunds Cathedral [online]. Available: https://c8.alamy.com/comp/C21J2W/st-edmundsbury-cathedral-bury-st-edmunds-suffolk-england-carved-detail-C21J2W.jpg] 

The presentation showed different examples of how artists depicted the martyrdom of Saint Edmund using iconography, depicting him with the arrow in most cases which is the symbol of his martyrdom.
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