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Renaissance Saint-Fashioning: Milton's Reformation of Lydgate's St. Edmund 

Relics are fertile semiotic materials.  They evince the yoking of a material corpse to abstracted 

divinity, and reveal themselves as simultaneously sacred and secular, actual and symbolic, local and 

collective, fragmented and complete unto themselves.  Relics exist in the “now”, but their power 

originates in their connection to the past—reminders of an archaic history whose societal demands 

have obsolesced.  Consequently, these artifacts occupy the realms of both the sublime and the 

ridiculous.  These bits of bone, nail, and hair have spurred countless pilgrimages; they have inspired 

crusades; they were the cause of many a monastic dispute; and by Chaucer’s time these markers of 

divine humanity are already so suspect that they stuff the pockets of the Pardoner in the Canterbury 

Tales.   In short, relics embody the entirety of human history: they are metonymic ciphers of our 

desire to conquer life and death, of our need to feel divine.  They remind us of our own potentiality 

and reveal our touchingly comic yearning for greatness.  Since the power of relics lies in their ability to 

link the individual with God and the world, these universal symbols of transcendence are consistently 

co-opted by religious, political, and economic factions who build their localized authority by claiming 

ownership of a relic, or by renouncing its authenticity.  The relic is a material text that defines an Ideal 

humanity, and the person who writes its specific story revises the eternal truths supporting history. 

For this reason, tracking the relics of St. Edmund from the medieval to the early modern 

period in England—an era marked by the nation’s transition from Roman Catholicism to 

Protestantism—entails more than tracing these fragments from their auspicious beginnings to their 

shameful ends.  The tension between authority and ignominy inhering in the relic is an essential aspect 

of its mythology; there is never a time when its ethos is unassailable.  It is rather built by narrative, 

which raises the material object to spiritual status: the story knits the bones into coherence, lending 
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wholeness and life to a thing characterized by its fragmentation and death.  As such, the corporeal 

matter and the written account exist in symbiosis, and what we think of as the “relic” emerges from 

their interplay.  Seen in this light, we may better recognize the ways in which the relic works on its 

society: the hagiographer engages with the corporeal fragment in an attempt to define the realms of 

religion, politics, economics, nature, and humanness.  This intimate relationship between the physical 

artifact and its symbolic support does not change after the Reformation, and this is why John Milton 

cannot simply dismiss the old accounts of saints and martyrs as culturally invalid: instead, he must 

repeat and revise saints’ lives such as Edmund’s in his Protestant version of Britain’s past.  To destroy 

the power of the relic, one must dismantle its story—in this case, a poetic narrative written by a 

literary giant of pre-Reformation England, John Lydgate.  Essentially, Lydgate’s text is itself the relic 

that Milton appropriates in order to foreclose its power to define English history. 

Lydgate was a Catholic monk of Bury St. Edmunds and Lancastrian England’s fifteenth-

century poet laureate in the years preceding the Wars of the Roses; Milton, a Cambridge graduate 

known for his verse epics and ties to the seventeenth-century Puritan revolutionary regime of Oliver 

Cromwell.  This essay focuses on the authors’ respective appropriations of the legend of St. Edmund, 

the ninth-century king and martyr of East Anglia, as well as the patron saint of Lydgate’s home abbey 

of Bury.  Although literary historians have long overlooked the thematic connections between the two 

authors (symptomatizing a more general disciplinary divide between the medieval and the early 

modern), I have found textual evidence positing Milton as a reader of Lydgate.1  The Puritan writer 

repeatedly cites the 1602 Chaucer edition by Thomas Speght, in which many of Lydgate’s own poems 

are either replicated in full, or referenced in a list of his canon compiled by John Stow and published 

at the end of this book.2  One of the texts listed is the Legend of St. Edmund—a work that enjoyed a 

healthy manuscript circulation after its completion, and that Milton explicitly references in his History 

of Britain.  Exploring the two authors’ respective treatments of this saint reveals a sustained 
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engagement with relics—both physical and literary—in English literature, history, and religion from 

the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries.  The Reformation, while officially changing the ways 

in which saints’ relics were viewed, was ultimately unable to strip them of their venerable cultural 

ethos.  Consequently, both Lydgate and Milton use the narrative fragments of Edmund’s legend to 

support the story of England’s past, albeit to vastly different ends: Lydgate transplants Edmund’s 

body from its various Germanic, French, and Latin topoi into his local soil, while Milton grafts the 

corpse of Lydgate’s saint onto a foreign, papist system whose very roots are rotten.   

St. Edmund is a remarkable figure whose importance to medieval English culture cannot be 

overstated: in various accounts from the tenth through the fifteenth centuries, he is painted as an 

avatar of Anglo-Saxon Christianity and as the heroic ideal of chivalrous kingship.  There is evidence 

of his cult flourishing within twenty years of his death, and from the first his written legends link his 

martyrdom to English economics, politics, and monastic disputes.  Coins recognizing his sanctity 

circulated in East Anglia by the end of the ninth century, and it was around this time that a succession 

of Saxon and Danish lords adopted Edmund as their patron to appease the local citizenry.3  This royal 

association continued through the Middle Ages: over the course of Bury abbey’s 500 years, “there was 

scarcely one reigning monarch who failed to attend the festival of the monastery’s patron saint.”4  

Lydgate was only one in a long line of eminent biographers and chroniclers writing about Edmund, in 

multiple languages: Abbo of Fleury, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Asser, Ælfric, Hermann of Bury, 

William of Malmesbury, Geoffrey of Wells, Roger of Wendover, and Matthew Paris all offered 

accounts of this martyr.5  Lydgate’s text exemplifies the culmination of this saint’s myth: the Bury poet 

used elements from all of the former accounts in order to construct a narrative that grounds 

Edmund’s relics in his native landscape.  The result is MS Harley 2278: still a crown jewel of the 

British Library’s holdings and, by the 1460s, already known as “a famous manuscript made… for a 

king who had graced the monastery with an extended visit.”6  Kathleen Scott finds this text to be the 
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inspiration for a thriving commercial scriptorium in East Anglia during this time, while Pearsall lists 

numerous extant manuscripts containing all or part of this work.7  In other words, Lydgate’s version 

of Edmund’s legend perfectly exemplifies the social, political and economic power of the medieval 

hagiographical tradition against which Milton struggles in The History of Britain.   

John Lydgate’s Legend of Edmund and Fremund strives to fix the corporeal “matter” of 

Edmund’s relics within the physical boundaries of his abbey while asserting their unbound power: 

Edmund becomes the utopic microcosm of Anglo-Saxon Christian England, a little world that reflects 

his nation’s potential for salvation.  The fact that Bury’s monastic poet locates this specular figure of 

general human perfection in his particular religious institution reveals that the power of the saint’s 

relic rests in the dialectic between its definition as a universal Ideal, and its ground in a specific time 

and place.  Edmund’s namesake abbey profited from its spiritual connection to this saint in many 

pragmatic ways: Bury’s significance as a religious, literary, economic, and political center during the 

Middle Ages was formidable.  In addition to its mint producing coins bearing St Edmund’s likeness8, 

Bury was the site of the meeting that inspired the formulation of Magna Carta in the thirteenth 

century,9 and of a commercial scribal center during the latter half of the fifteenth century.10  

Furthermore, the abbey managed vast holdings across the East Anglian region independently of the 

king, answering only to the Pope.11  Bury’s prestige derived in large part from its ownership of the 

body of this saint, whose relics inspired a sizeable cult following rivaling that of Canterbury.12  

Meanwhile, the king-saint invested the abbot and his monks with proximate temporal power: they 

controlled his relics, so they controlled his devotees. 

In response to a competing abbey’s assertions that Edmund was actually interred in France, 

Bury commissioned its poet laureate-in-residence to write a Life that definitively planted the martyr in 

East Anglian soil.  The finished text became the monastery’s official gift to England’s newest king, 

Henry VI, during his first sojourn at the monastery in 1433.  Lydgate’s version borrows heavily from 
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numerous Latin and French accounts, translating their disparate foreign elements into a unified 

corpus knit together in this poet’s native language: a translation of Edmund’s relics that occurs on a 

narrative, rather than a physical, level.  This vernacular process assures Edmund’s own Englishness 

while building the saint’s inborn authority on textual and actual grounds well outside the nation’s 

topography.  The resultant saint is both producer—his arrival literally changes the topography of East 

Anglia—and product of his naturalized landscape.  In Lydgate’s construction, Edmund is the 

universal representative of an Ideal Christian humanity as well as an intimately local intercessor for 

those who worship at his abbey.  

The poet begins with an entreaty that Henry VI use Edmund as his “baner,” which “shal 

kepen and conserue/ This londe from enmyes.”13  Lydgate defines the emblematic saint’s many ties to 

earthly and divine power as he proceeds to describe Edmund’s origins.  His father is a Saxon king 

named Alkmond, who is compared to “Mercurie”, “Mars”, “Argus” and “Scipioun” (l.241-3); his 

mother, Siware, is akin to “Hester”, “Judith”, “Dido”, “Lucrece”, “Bersabe” and “Marcia” (l.27480); 

their marriage is likened to that of “Habraham and Sare” (l.286).  This textual funneling of an entire 

world of virtuous pagan and Judeo-Christian heroic figures into the bodies of Alkmond and Siware 

posits them as ideal parents for the future king of the world, since their heir will inherit their 

centripetal access to power.  This intense crystallization of human history into Edmund’s singular, 

representative body is reinforced by the banner he carries portraying Adam, Eve, and the apple.  This 

rhetorical move from the universal to the specific repeats itself in Lydgate’s description of Henry as 

king of all England and France, for whom Bury is the “hous of his fundacioun”, or ground of his 

existence (l.144).  In fact, not only is this specific place the new king’s home; the poet adopts him as 

“a brother” of their monastery (l.155), while praying that he remember and honor the abbot as his 

“father” (l.163-85).  In essence, Lydgate defines both monarchs as mirrors of each other and of a 

universal humanity who are yet shaped by the walls and people of the abbey. 
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 Since the power of Edmund’s relic rests within this dialectic between the local and the general, 

the prince must escape the physical confines of his Germanic lineage and become the microcosm of 

all humanity.  He renounces his inheritance as Saxon prince and is adopted by the Mercian King Offa, 

though Lydgate emphasizes Edmund’s organic droit de seigneur: 

lyk a sonne, this world tenlumyne, 

From kyng Alkmond a branche shal out spreede 

Which to al uertu his corage shal enclyne, 

As in his story heeraftir men shal reede. (l.308-22) 

Lydgate’s linguistic play on the word “sonne” signifies the protagonist as both the king’s departing 

child and the embodiment of the world’s enlightenment.  This “branche” connects back to its kingly 

root through a masculine umbilical cord stretching from father to sun in natural royal succession, 

which can be cut but never fully effaced.  The future monarch’s former place continues to shape him 

long after he has ostensibly eclipsed it.  Like the young Henry, who needs to emerge from under the 

shadow of his father in order to rule over England, Edmund is a divided self: a catalyst of rebirth 

defined by his past, and an author of a history to which he remains subject.   

To this end, Lydgate draws his boy-king a map of the ways in which he must benefit from his 

past while creating a new future, and he does this through the specular figure of his monastery’s 

patron saint.  Edmund’s dialectic nature mirrors itself in his adoptive community, as is evident in the 

first city he builds upon his arrival in England:  

Hunstantstoun...betokeneth, who-so looke a-riht, 

In latyn tonge swetnesse and gret myht; 

For this name compownyd is of tweyne: 

First of Hony, which hath gret swetnesse, 

The tother party, pleynly forto seyne, 
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Ys seid of stonys, which han great hardnesse. 

And thus this toun, pleynly to express, 

Of Ston and Hony took ther propirte 

Of folk that first dwellid in that Cite. (l.771-80)   

In this passage, Edmund’s metamorphosis of the English landscape results in a “cite” that is rooted in 

Latin, tied to Christianity, and grounded in its Saxon ancestry14 – but only for the reader who 

“looke[s] a-riht”, whose eye follows Lydgate’s own line of sight.  As such, the site distills foreign 

locales and subjects into a native body politic.  The townsfolk do not keep their former “East-

Anglianness”; the poet economically transforms them into a new populace—one that originates with 

the arrival of the king who himself is at once alien and native.  This episode speaks to the poet’s own 

times, and to his chosen audience: if Henry VI is to succeed in maintaining his father’s imperial 

conquests—after all, Henry V proved his right to rule over France with his victories at Harfleur and 

Agincourt—he must model himself after Bury Abbey’s patron saint and use his royal legacy to 

authorize his own monarchy over both nations.  During the tumultuous years after his father’s 

untimely demise, Lydgate offers Edmund as a mirror for the young prince, and through the saint 

encourages Henry to see the value of placing his faith and trust wholly in the poet’s own monastery.  

This valuation of Edmund occurs on a level that is as much practical as idealistic, and that 

reflects the imperialist desires of the British monarchy during the Hundred Years’ War with France.  

David Wallace offers a historical episode that clarifies Hunstanton’s metamorphosis in Lydgate’s 

work: he describes Edward III’s victory over the burghers of Calais in 1347, which in both Froissart’s 

Chronicles and Berner’s English translation, ends with the king’s ominous words that “I wolde 

repeople agayne the towne with pure Englysshmen.”15  This striking similarity between the desire of a 

British monarch and a Bury monk reveals their concurrent drives.  For Edward, Calais may only be 

tamed through his imperial reinvention of its citizens into naturalized subjects, who identify with their 
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former oppressor; for Lydgate, Edmund’s power over the East Anglian landscape begins with his 

seminal role in the reincarnation of its natives.  Both fantasies rely on the creation of a new body 

politic: a macrocosm that reinterprets its historical identity from origins to ends as it reflects the 

formerly alien desires of its microcosmic conqueror.  Significantly, economic gain is central to both of 

these Idealized images, which reveals the pragmatism behind this spiritual focus.  After he conquers 

Calais, Edward III immediately institutes “numerous commercial incentives designed to make it the 

chief port through which English cloth, lead, and tin passed to the Continent,” establishing this city 

“as the major transit point between England and France—a position it still holds today.”16  Similarly, 

as Lydgate trumps the French sources of Edmund’s narrative, in part by recounting the local legends 

that herald the boy-king’s arrival in East Anglia, he declares that his translated saint is a potent origin 

of England’s financial strength.  In his hagiography, the laureate poet thus counsels his new king in 

matters imminently practical, and encourages Henry to capitalize on his connections to the abbey.   

In Lydgate’s literary reliquary, Edmund becomes a “Christian commodity” that muddles 

sacred and secular realms of value: a figure akin to Chaucer’s Constance as she is revealed through 

Sarah Stanbury’s deft analysis elsewhere in this volume.  When Edmund first steps foot in East 

Anglia, he kneels on the ground of his new home and miraculously causes five healing springs to 

emerge out of the previously arid soil (l.751-7).  As he awakens the natural world with his divine touch 

and transforms the area from arid to lush, the king creates an entirely new agricultural economy upon 

which this region would depend for centuries as one of its main sources of lay profit.  Lydgate 

emphasizes the singularity of this improved landscape:  

Alle the feeldis sowyn round aboute 

And lond arable a ful large space 

Gan there tencrece – of trouthe, this no doute –  

More than it dide in any othir place; 
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And al thencres kam of goddis grace: 

For in such caas may been noon obstacle 

Whan for his seynt god werkith bi miracle. (l.760-6)  

Under Edmund’s control, the area becomes a privileged place where divinity lingers and engenders a 

singular fecundity: it is paradise on earth.  In this way, Edmund becomes the natural intercessor for 

his chosen people: he is the wellspring of human change, the ideal man who irrigates civilization with 

divine “grace” and terrestrial wealth. As Katherine McKenna explains elsewhere in this volume, 

miraculous wells may function as relics that are “at least as fully charged with personal and bodily 

presence as the tombs that contain the bones of the deceased.”  With his creation of the springs, 

Edmund’s divine physicality embeds itself in the East Anglian landscape, giving it a legendary 

geography that materially reminds its denizens of their indebtedness to their saint. 

Lydgate strengthens the ideal Edenic quality that Edmund reflects onto his material place by 

emphasizing how the saint’s life conflates biblical and contemporary times: the narrative circles back 

upon itself in a repetition of the Nativity akin to Milton’s later statement that, at the birth of the 

Messiah, “Time will run back, and fetch the age of gold.”17  The occasional impetus for this text was 

the young Henry VI’s Christmas visit; in addition, this ritual time marks important moments in the life 

of the martyr-king.  For instance, Edmund’s birth is recorded by the monk as taking place exactly 

(“the same tyme”) “Eyhte hundrid yeer fourty and eek oon/ Fro Cristis birthe by computacioun”.18  

The precision of the language reveals the close concordance of the two moments, a rhetorical move 

strengthened with the poet’s emphasis that he is also crowned “The day of Cristis hih Natyuyte” 

(l.843).  Finally, Edmund dies three days before Christmas, a length of time that reminds the apt 

reader of his forerunner’s death and ensuing resurrection at Easter (l.980-2).  In Lydgate’s work, the 

saint’s relic is a metonymic symbol of the Messianic moment: this fabled promise marks all the major 

milestones of his life and death.  When Edmund dies in order to make room for Christ’s rebirth, the 
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two figures are thus inextricably entangled in time.  Furthermore, the newly-crowned Henry’s 

pilgrimage temporally places him within this salvific cycle: in this way, Lydgate optimistically posits 

the boy-king to be the double of Edmund and of Christ, and the new savior of England. 

These episodes are only two instances in Edmund’s extensive recreation of East Anglia’s 

topography in Lydgate’s text.  As the martyr-king wanders across his adopted place, he maps on it 

the prospect of unbounded freedom for his populace, who subsequently continues under his 

protection in the succeeding centuries of Bury Abbey’s autocratic domination of this region.  The 

resulting mythico-historical contract is embedded in the physical landscape, and geographical 

markings function as a reminder of this symbiotic relationship between god and human, king and 

subject, and abbey and pilgrim even to the present day: in a recent article, Stephen Reimer 

recounts how villagers throughout the region still identify streams and fountains with Edmund’s 

miraculous acts.19  Although the actual site where his bones were interred is long gone, Lydgate’s 

literary reliquary chthonically defines the current East Anglian landscape.  The monument has 

been destroyed, but its shadow still looms large for the descendents of Edmund’s chosen folk.  

In John Milton’s post-Reformation Britain, it becomes necessary to destroy this saint’s potent 

relics after the state-driven instigation of a Christianity that does not endorse any mediation between 

human and divine.  Milton was writing his History of Britain up to and during the Puritan Civil Wars, 

and so Lydgate’s wildly popular St. Edmund must be demystified, yet not openly vilified.  After all, 

Edmund’s body had been literally mapped onto the English landscape for centuries, and excising him 

would cut a source of synthesizing power for an already deeply divided nation.  Instead, Milton 

decided to train his audience to see the same stories in a new light: after all, as Richard McCoy points 

out in this volume, the ambiguity of the relic makes it a volatile epistemological object.  Therefore, in 

attempting to fuse the monastic narratives of the past with the nationalistic drives of the present of 

Britain, Milton straddles the schism in order to maintain historical coherence while renouncing 
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medieval truths.20  In his study of the History, Nicholas von Maltzahn foregrounds the author’s 

unwillingness to reject the apparently spurious elements of the earlier chronicles with which he was 

working – for instance, Milton includes many details of unlikely miracles that were now officially 

frowned upon by Protestant authorities.21  The writer, in his drive to unify England under a single 

historical perspective, cannot simply ignore the Catholic accounts of the preceding centuries, since 

they are literally at times all he has as an aid to his reconstruction.  Instead, he delves deeply into his 

problematic sources in an attempt to recuperate an unblemished story of his country’s past.  Since 

Milton could not read Anglo-Saxon, he had to rely in part on the vernacular monastic accounts that 

he disparages.  One of these suspect histories—Lydgate’s prominent account of East Anglian Saxon 

and Norman history, which he embodies in the figure of Edmund—haunts Milton’s text, and its relics 

reappear to rattle the chains that bind his anti-monastic narrative together. 

Milton begins his History of Britain with a warning to the reader concerning the tales that had 

been passed down in the centuries before the Reformation.  As he pronounces, “that which we have 

of oldest seeming, hath by the greater part of judicious Antiquaries bin long rejected for a modern 

fable.”22 The unreliability of narratives derived from a papist philosophy of the state proves to be a 

source of both frustration and writerly freedom; while railing against their monastic roots, he also 

revels in the opportunity to engender from those accounts a new story more fitting for his times.  His 

continued reliance upon the “negated” authority of those texts begins with a qualified justification of 

their limited truth value:  

seeing that oft-times relations heertofore accounted fabulous have bin after found to contain 

in them many footsteps, and reliques of something true... I have therfore determin’d to 

bestow the telling over ev’n of these reputed Tales; be it for nothing else but in favour of our 

English Poets, and Rhetoricians, who by thir Art will know, how to use them judiciously. (3)  
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As “reliques of something true,” the accounts with which Milton works thus maintain echoes of 

veracity that cannot be completely rejected.  They matter, in that they present an ossified and 

fragmented English truth that is essential to his new narrative.  Milton’s resulting history subsumes 

the appropriate information while castigating the unfit portions, and he declares his motivation for 

this in a telling passage: 

I intend not with controversies and quotations to delay or interrupt the smooth course of 

History…but shall endevor that which hitherto hath bin needed most, with plain, and 

lightsome brevity, to relate well and orderly things worth the noting, so as may best instruct 

and benefit them that read.  Which, imploring divine assistance, that it may redound to his 

glory, and the good of the British Nation, I now begin. (4)  

Here, the author defines himself as a transparent medium of the new artwork of “History” who offers 

an unruffled surface upon which to build a new foundation of not only the past, but of the future. To 

this end, Milton, in his Protestant chronicle, assumes the responsibility of objectively judging (and 

silently censoring) the myriad former versions of these events.  In this way, Milton makes evident his 

motives—to guide the state to both good and God—while effacing his own agency in the creation of 

this new ground. 

This theoretical framework reveals Milton’s dedication to the preservation of an 

“authentic” British history – a desire tempered with his belief that the right narrative will instruct the 

people of England in the correct way to see their past, present, and future.  Milton’s faith in the power 

of historicist pedagogy is evident in one of his first prose tracts: The Reason of Church Government, 

published in early 1642.  In it, he exposes the reason for his ambition to rewrite history: 

That what the greatest and choycest wits of Athens, Rome, or modern Italy, and those Hebrews of 

old did for their country, I in my proportion with this over and above of being a Christian, might 

doe for mine: not caring to be once nam’d abroad, though perhaps I could attain to that, but 



 13

content with these British Islands as my world, whose fortune hath hitherto bin, that if the 

Athenians, as some say, made their small deeds great and renowned by their eloquent writers, 

England hath had her noble atchievments made small by the unskilfull handling of monks and 

mechanicks. (I, 812) 

This passage displays the nationalism inherent in Milton’s desire to write a British saga: he will use the 

models already at his disposal to create a new textual reliquary that his state may revere, and he does 

this by adopting the pedagogical vernacularity prized by medieval chroniclers and hagiographers and 

placing it in service to the new regime.  The resultant history, which reconstructs the fragments of 

ossified Middle English truths, continues to exercise its power through its access to the past—to the 

educative power found in the historical works of classical and Renaissance authors as well as to the 

“monks and mechanicks” whom he seems to renounce—in a way that restages that past to glorify 

Britain’s future from a Protestant perspective.    

This simultaneous move of appropriation and foreclosure23 characterizes Milton’s treatment 

of pre-Norman English history, including the legend of Lydgate’s beloved patron, Edmund.  The 

martyr’s legend as Ideal model of monarch, warrior, and Christian, was incredibly flexible – it shifted 

with the times to encompass the significant aspects of a changing Englishness and retain a powerful 

societal influence.  Consequently, Milton had a formidable monument to topple, especially since the 

pieces of Edmund’s legend had been knit together by arguably the most influential poet-monk of the 

fifteenth century.24  So, rather than openly revile or simply ignore such a weighty Anglo-Saxon figure, 

Milton attacks Edmund indirectly, on multiple fronts.  Although careful to include the martyr-king in 

his narrative, he implicitly undermines his validity on the same grounds upon which Lydgate had 

previously built it: Offa is now a criminal usurper, the Saxons are posited as the direct cause of 

England’s defeat by the Normans, and Edmund himself is more coward than warrior.    
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 First, Milton calls into question the monarch who gives the kingdom to Edmund, explaining that 

Offa himself obtained the crown via dubious means: “in Offa was found... little faith or mercy.... 

[H]aving drawn to his Palace Ethelbrite King of East-Angles, with fair invitations to marry his Daughter, 

caused him to be there inhospitably beheaded, and his Kingdome wrongfully seis’d, by the wicked 

counsel of his Wife” (243).  Not only is Offa a devious usurper; he is ruled by a woman.  The 

effeminate king also fosters dubious alliances with France, England’s perennial enemy: the author 

asserts that Offa “had much intercourse with Charles the Great,” a relationship which resulted in 

“much amity and firm League” (244-5).  Even worse, Milton asserts that Offa “granted... a perpetual 

tribute to the Pope out of every house in his Kingdome” (245).  The man who in Lydgate’s account 

awards Edmund the crown to East Anglia here is an illegitimate foreign invader who fosters bad 

political alliances and introduces widespread papal extortion throughout his realm. 

 Edmund’s Saxon ancestry further implicates him as a catalyst of England’s medieval decay.  

Immediately before his narrative concerning Edmund’s rise to power, Milton explains that 

when God hath decreed servitude on a sinful Nation, fitted by their own vices for no 

condition but servile, all Estates of Government are alike unable to avoid it.  God had 

purpos’d to punish our instrumental punishers, though now Christians, by other Heathen, 

according to his Divine retaliation; invasion for invasion, spoil for spoil, destruction for 

destruction.  The Saxons were now full as wicked as the Britans were at their arrival, brok’n 

with luxurie and sloth, either secular or superstitious; for laying aside the exercise of 

Arms, and the study of all virtuous knowledge, some betook them to over-worldly or 

vitious practice, others to religious Idleness and Solitude, which brought forth nothing 

but vain and delusive visions; easily perceiv’d such, by thir commanding of things, either 

not belonging to the Gospel, or utterly forbidden, Ceremonies, Reliques, Monasteries, 

Masses, Idols, add to these ostentation of Alms, got ofttimes by rapine and oppression, or 
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intermixt with violent and lustful deeds, sometimes prodigally bestow’d as the expiation 

of cruelty and bloodshed.  What longer suffering could there be, when Religion it self 

grew so void of sincerity, and the greatest shews of purity were impur’d? (259) 

In Milton’s version, Edmund is still the instrument of God—but now he exemplifies divine 

punishment as the exemplar of a debauched monarch.  As the guiding microcosm of pre-Conquest 

subjectivity, he bears the yoke of God’s curse in proportion to his representative role.  Fundamentally 

flawed as a result of his Saxon ancestry, ruler of a self-enslaved race, he must endure the Danish 

invasions as a harsh solution to the Anglo-Saxon Sodom and Gomorrah that he has helped create.  

This is retribution on a biblical scale: an eye for an eye, “destruction for destruction.”  Edmund has 

aligned himself with all things “utterly forbidden” by the Protestant Gospel according to Milton: his 

relic, embodying the accumulation of centuries’ worth of Roman Catholic “superstition”, is apt fodder 

for “Divine retaliation.”  Meanwhile, the monasticism that propagated his influential cult is itself 

infected with the deadly papist sins of luxury, sloth, idolatry, murder, and usury, since these medieval 

chroniclers ground their accounts on the false power of his corrupted relics (in effect “br[inging] forth 

nothing but vain and delusive visions”).  In this version of events, Edmund—who at a crucial 

moment fails in his appointed task to rule and protect—is an ineffectual patron saint for England; and 

the amplification of his myth by monks such as Lydgate encourages the flourishing of vice across the 

landscape.  In brief, Milton reveals Edmund’s historical legacy to be a relic of the wages of societal 

sin.  Edmund is in effect “impure” due to the faith to which he is martyred; and the worship of his 

bones—the Church-sanctioned reinforcement of that canonization—is a misleading “show” of piety 

akin to those of the Antichrist.  Following his cult will lead the unwary Briton back to darkness and 

damnation, whereas following Milton’s new narrative of the past will lead to the future’s salvation. 

 In Milton’s account, Edmund is the apple that hasn’t fallen far from the family tree: “in the East-

Angles, Edmund lineal from the antient stock of these Kings, a youth of 14 years only, but of great 
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hopes, was with consent of all but his own Crown’d at Burie” (270).  The language that Milton uses 

echoes Lydgate’s metaphor describing Edmund’s natural right to the throne: once again, the prince 

manifests as an organic shoot of the royal “stock”.  In this account, however, he only reluctantly 

accepts the burden of his innate responsibility at the former writer’s now-defunct monastery.  This 

unwillingness to take control reflects the attitudes of his direct predecessors, and manifests itself in 

Edmund’s later dealings with the Danes during his own reign.  Milton explains that when these 

marauders came, they “now had got footing among the East-Angles; there they winterd, and coming to 

terms of peace with the Inhabitants, furnish’d themselves of Horses, forming by that means many 

Troops with Riders of their own” (270-1).  The people of the region, as specular images of their 

leader, not only allow the invaders to live among them, but help them build an army that will soon kill 

their king.  When Edmund finally decides, after much unretaliated English bloodshed, to drive them 

out of Thetford a year later, he is “with his whole Army put to flight, himself tak’n, bound to a stake, 

and shot to Death with Arrows, his whole Country subdu’d” (273).  Most of the former chroniclers 

describe Edmund as a knight who fights valiantly and only dies after choosing to martyr himself; 

Milton, however, only describes a cowardly boy-king who tries (and fails) to defend his lands when it 

is too late.  So, while the bare bones of Edmund’s history remain intact, his death becomes an 

example of God’s revenge against the ignoble Saxons: not with a bang, but a whimper.  

 Milton’s account of a prominent saint addresses the details of the influential Edmund story as 

they would have been known through his numerous pre-Reformation chroniclers, but strips away any 

glory his relics have accrued throughout the centuries of the legend’s written embellishment.  The 

Protestant author literally undermines any support of the Catholic saint’s ties to divinity and to a 

transcendent Englishness by attacking each layer that buttresses those links in the former accounts.  

Rather than having a paucity of information with which to work on his own history, Milton actually 

has too much – but his version of Edmund’s life and death comprises only two sentences in his text, 
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and makes no mention of his status as one of the most renowned saints in medieval England.  This 

omission is shocking not least because Milton himself apparently cites Lydgate’s text later in his 

history, as he recounts the legend of the ghostly Edmund’s retribution on King Sweyn almost two 

hundered years after his death, in 1014: he explains, “Swane sickens and dyes… terrifi’d and smitt’n 

by an appearing shape of St. Edmund arm’d, whose Church at Bury he had threat’nd to demolish; but 

the authority hereof relies only upon the Legend of St. Edmund” (VI, 348).  Ultimately, Milton reveals 

that he is well aware of this saint’s hagiography: he even includes one of the miracles that Lydgate 

records concerning Edmund’s proprietary vengeance against an individual who threatens his home 

abbey, and refers his readership to “authority” of the older written account.  Therefore, it is not 

ignorance that guides his skeletal reconstruction of this saint, but the desire to strip that skeleton of its 

power.  Yet the relic survives, and beneath the ignominy to which Milton has relegated Edmund still 

flickers his Lydgatean transcendence. 

   Milton’s treatment of Lydgate’s Edmund is symptomatic of the ways in which the author 

negotiates his nation’s Catholic past.  Milton’s post-Reformation chronicle of Britain is founded 

principally on the vernacular monastic model of the divinely-inspired account of a populace, as 

represented by its legendary and literary intercessors.  Built upon the infrastructure of the old ways to 

divinity on this earth, yet fundamentally different from these earlier narratives in its own definitions of 

piety, the History of Britain is the re-formed relic of the Messianic endpoint of that same nation from 

an oppositional perspective.  In their writings, both Lydgate and Milton construct a sacred place for 

their nation: a textual temple containing the divine and grounded in the People, cobbled together with 

dead fragments from the past that, through the author’s work, regain a living force in the 

reestablishment of societal views on religion, politics, morality, and human nature.  What is most 

striking is that both authors, separated by a Reformation that disavowed saintly authority, define 

Edmund as a microcosm of English society at a certain historical moment.  Milton, no less than 
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Lydgate, trades on the currency of Edmund’s ethos in order to assert a truth for his readership.  

Underneath these literary reliquaries, Edmund’s bones lie undisturbed in the English earth; but while 

Lydgate clothes these corporeal bits and pieces with the Ideal image of a Catholic England, for 

Milton, these same bare bones rattle in their sinful chains.  However, the latter author cannot simply 

erase the anamorphic, representative skeleton, the “reliques of something true”: it remains in early 

modernity as both a reminder of origins, and as an ossified warning to its heirs. 
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