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AN ENGLISH FIFTEENTH CENTURY ALABASTER
REREDOS OF ST. EDMUND.

By Philip Nelson, M.D., F.RS.E., F.S.A.

Read 8th February, 1923.

THE reredos which forms the subject of the present
paper was formerly in the possession of Mr. F. H.
Crisp, F.S.A., and passed subsequently into the collection
of the writer, with the exception of the two smaller
canopies, which were purchased in Paris.

This reredos, made about the year 1470, would originally
consist of scenic panels (15% inches by 10) beneath
traceried canopies, and be flanked by two figures of saints
beneath lesser canopies of the same type.

St. Edmund was king of the East Angles, and was slain
by the Danes under Hingvar, on 20 November, 87o.

I. The first panel represents in the upper part St.
Edmund crowned, standing with crossed hands between
two soldiers armed with bills and wearing white caps and
tunics. Beneath in the foreground stands a woman wear-
ing a veil and long close-fitting robe, upon whose head is
a sickle. She appears to hide behind a mass of growing
corn, and behind her are two sheaves lying on the ground.
In the background are three soldiers, one of whom is armed
with a falchion; he and the others, who appear to be seek-
ing her, carry bills. In front of her is a husbandman
wearing a round black hat and short tunic, whose loose
hosen have fallen about his shoes; he has, hung by a strap
under his left arm, a shallow tray, from which he appears
to be scattering seed with his right hand.

It is a matter of extreme difficulty to offer any reasonable
explanation to account for this incident, as no record of
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it appears to survive among the published lives of St.
Edmund. Several solutions, however, may be offered. It
may perhaps represent an occurrence at the time of the
translation of the bones of St. Oswald in gog from Bardney
to the priory of St. Oswald in Gloucester, built by Ethelred,
ealdorman of Mercia, and his wife Elfleda daughter of
Alfred the Great.

“ Quodam vero tempore sicut ab incolis didicimus, cum beati
viri festivitas festive feriaretur, mulier quaedam celebris diei
sollemnitatem parvi pendens, mundanae magis occupationis
sollicita quam divinis subjugata praeceptis, ad servile opus audac-
ter progreditur. Cumque secandarum segetum anxia laboribus
insisteret, facillula qua secabat ultionis divinae vindicta manui
mulieris firmiter coniuncta est, adeo ut nulla arte, nullo ingenio,
sine alterius detrimento uterque possent ab invicem separari. Ex-
pavit ilico mulier, ausus temerarii conscia, visoque tam admirabili
signo, divinae virtutis omnipotentiam licet invita manifestavit.’’*

It is possible that this legend from the life of St.
Oswald, who, like St. Edmund, fell a victim to Pagan
invaders, was transferred to the latter saint.

Another suggestion is that it represents a scene in the
life of St. Nothburg, who, refusing to work in the corn-
field when the hour of prayer had arrived, flung her
sickle into the sky, where it remained fixed as the
crescent moon. It is curious to remark that upon a
German ““ Schrotblatt " print of the fifteenth century, in
the possession of Messrs. Quaritch, St. Nopurg is associated
with St. Oszwalt.

It is possible again that it represents some lost incident
in the life of St. Edmund similar to the miraculous
growth of the cornfield during the Flight into Egypt which
is depicted on the Anagni Cope and also in a manuscript
at Holkham Hall.

St. Edmund’s story runs thus:

“In the province of England of old time were divers kings,
for the land was departed, among whom there was St. Edmund,

_lBedae, Vita S. Cuthberti etc.; f. 66v. Item de S. Oswaldo. From MS.
0.3.55 in Trinity Coll., Cambridge (M.R. James’s Cat. n. 1227).
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king of Norfolk and Suffolk. . . . . In his time it happed that two
wicked tyrants, that one named Hingvar, and that other Hubba,
came out of Denmark and arrived in the country of Northumber-
land, and robbed and destroyed the country and slew the people
without mercy in every place where they came. Then the one of
them named Hingvar came into the country where this most
christian St. Edmund reigned, and understood that he was in his
flowering age, strong and mighty in battle, and demanded of the
people where their king was resident and dwelled, which that was
most abiding in a town named then Eglesdon, and now is called
Bury.”’

II. The next panel, the martyrdom of the saint,
depicts him as wearing short drawers, his hands bound
behind him, standing nimbed and crowned against a tree?
while four archers at close range shoot their arrows into
his body.

““ Then this holy king was taken and bounden, his hands behind
him, and is brought tofore the duke, and after many opprobrious
words, at the last they led him forth unto a tree which was thereby.
To which, tree his adversaries bound him, and then shot arrows at
him, so thick and many that he was through wounded, and that
one arrow smote out another, and always this blessed king ceased
not, for all his wounds, to give laud and praising unto Almighty
God. Then this wicked tyrant commanded that they should
smite off his head, which they so did, he always praying, and saying
his orisons to our Lord God.”3

III. The third panel shows us four monks surrounding
the body of St. Edmund, one of whom replaces the severed
crowned head of the martyr, while another censes the
corpse.

¢“Then the Danes left the body there lying, and took the head

and bare it into the thick of the wood, and hid it in the thickest
place among thorns and briars, to the end that it should not be

1 Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea, Caxton’s Translation (ed. Dent),
vi, 243.

2 His death occurred at Hoxne, and when the tree against which it was
traditionally asserted the martyrdom took place, was felled in 1840 remains
of arrow heads were found embedded in the trunk.

3 Legenda Aurea, ut sup., 245. “They shot at him with javelins as if for their
amusement, until he was all beset with their shots, as with a porcupine’s
bristles, even as Sebastian was.” Alfric’s Lives of the Saints (E.E.T.S., cxiv, 323).
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found of the christian men. But by the purveyance of Almighty
God there came a wolf which diligently kept the holy head from
devouring of beasts and fowls. And after, when the Danes were
departed, the christian men found the body, but they could not
find the head, wherefore they 'sought it in the wood. And as one
of them spake to another: Where art thou ? The head answered
and said: Here | here | here | And anon then all they came thither
and saw it and also a great wolf sitting and embracing the head
between his forelegs, keeping it from all other beasts. And then
anon they took the head and brought it unto the body and set it
to the place where it was smitten off, and anon they joined together
and then they bare this holy body unto the place where it is now
buried. And the wolf followed humbly the body till it was
buried, and then he, hurting no body, returned again to the wood.
And the blessed body and head be so joined together that there
appeareth nothing that it had been smitten off, save as it were a
red shining thread in the place of the departing where the head
was smitten off.”’?

The last panel, now missing, would represent the burial
of the saint and would no doubt be very similar in execution
to the panel illustrated Proc. S.A.L., 2 Ser., xxix, go.

It is not improbable that St. Edmund of East Anglia
would in mediaeval times be invoked against pestilence,
just as was his prototype St. Sebastian, who, like him,
was shot to death by arrows. No doubt this association
of St. Sebastian with pestilence would be due to the passage
in Psalm xci, 5, “ The arrow which flieth by day.”
If this be the case, it is not unlikely that we should find
St. Rock or St. Anthony occupying the terminal spaces in
the reredos.

The backgrounds of the various panels are of gold
enriched with trefoil patterns and flower-work in gesso,”
whilst the foregrounds are of green, strewn with the usual

171bid. 246, Cum autem postea corpus hujus sanctissimi Edmundi martyris
transferri deberet, inviolatum repertum est et incorruptum, ac caput corpori
redintegratum, nihilque, omnino vulnerisnihil apparuitcicatricis. Nova Legenda
Amngliae, ed. Horstman, i. 327.

? Similar work occurs on “ The Parliament of Heaven’’ panel, the property
of Sir Wilmot Herringham.
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red and white flowers, associated however with sprigs of
leaf work in white. Upon the back of each scenic panel
is respectively incised X1, Xu, Xu.

The large canopies consist of four four-light windows
separated and flanked by buttresses. Beneath the win-
dows is a cabled moulding separating them from depressed
crocketed gables, the whole relieved with gilt. The two
lesser canopies are similar in design but of half their width.

The reredos would be surmounted by an oak cresting;
between each panel would be painted and gilt chamfers,
while beneath would be a band of inscriptions in Gothic
lettering.

My thanks are due to Mr. A. F. Schofield for the extract
from MS. O.3, 55, Trinity College, Cambridge; also to the
Society of Antiquaries for the use of the blocks which
illustrate this paper.




