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Conclusion: 

King Cnut and Emma as Patrons 

 

King Cnut and Queen Emma of England, are 

remembered for their generous donations and vast 

patronage. Originally from Normandy, Emma grew up 

and developed her skills as a “peace-keeper”, this is 

something that stayed with her throughout her life. She 

used her patronage as a way to build connections with 

people and keep the peace. As a queen, Emma was very 

involved in the political issues of the time. Her and Cnut 

were equal participants in their patronage. 

 

Neither Emma nor Cnut were native to England, and 

neither had a legitimate right to rule. Their patronage 

was used as an instrument to make connections and 

build trust amongst their people. Cnut was a viking, 

whose forefathers had plundered England on many 

occasions, but he gave back to replace the loss and the 

hurt taken by his ancestors.  

 

Their gifts of luxury objects and land were given often. 

Lavish books were given to Emma’s brother Robert, the 

archbishop of Rouen, and another to the Duke William 

of Aquitaine.  

 

King Cnut and Emma are most remembered for the 

cross they gifted to the Winchester house, the cross was 

destroyed in 1141, but a drawing of Cnut and Emma 

presenting the cross to the church still remains.  

 

 

 

History of Cnut and Emma 

 
Cnut and Emma were the King and Queen of England. 

Emma’s father was Richard the Fearless, Duke of 

Normandy. He provided shelter when a Viking army 

threatened England in the year 1000. Growing up Emma 

had been taught to be a “peace-weaver”, she maintained 

this role throughout her life and as an aspect of her 

patronage. An agreement was made and Emma was to 

marry the King of England, King Ethelred II and become 

his second wife.  

 

In the year 1003, Sweyn Forkbeard a Dane, arrived on 

England’s shores. He was seeking revenge for the 

massacre of Danes organized by Ethelred and ravaged the 

southern country. In 1015, Sweyn’s son Cnut invaded 

England, just one year before Ethelred’s death. Cnut 

sought for the throne, and a treaty was drawn between 

Ethelred’s son Edmund and Cnut. They would split the 

land, and when one of them died, the successor would take 

the remaining property. Edmund died, and Cnut became 

the King of England and married Emma in 1017 

 

Emma and Cnut are known for their gifts and donations 

throughout their life together to many cathedrals, 

monasteries, and individuals. No English Royalty before 

the thirteenth century compares to Emma and Cnut and 

their wide spread of distributions, the quantity, nor the 

luxury of their donations. Together they patronized: the 

Cathedral at Canterbury, The Old Minster at Winchester, 

and the Evesham Abbey. Queen Emma was also a Patron 

of her own regard, after the death of Cnut she became very 

involved in her patronage, especially towards Winchester. 

She made altar cloths, and other precious cloths to cover 

the bodies of Saints. She was remembered as having 

“loved the church of Winchester above all others and 

adorned it with precious ornaments.” 
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Cross to the Winchester house 

 

King Cnut gifted land and large ornaments to the New 

Minster, a monastery in Winchester. He gave a large 

golden cross richly adorned with precious stones, as well 

as two gold and silver relics of the saints to the monastery. 

Emma was a benefactor as well, in 1041, she gave the 

head of St. valentine which was a meaningful gift for the 

monastery. At the time it was given, the cross to the 

Winchester house was made of fine materials and was 

famous because of its amount of luxury. It’s fame now 

comes because of a surviving drawing, showing King 

Cnut and Queen Emma as they present the cross on the 

high altar of the abbey. 

 

This drawing of manuscript page ties together Cnut and 

Emma as royal figures and Christ and his patron saints as 

ecclesiastical figures. In the image, Cnut is crowned by an 

angel pointing to Christ and another angel places a 

headdress on Queen Emma.  

This image is peculiar because, at this time in Anglo-

Saxon art, queens were not normally depicted. However in 

this case, Emma was the sister of the Duke of Normandy 

and the bride of the Anglo-saxon King Ethelred, before 

marrying the Danish-Viking king, Cnut. Therefore Cnut’s 

marriage to Emma makes his position as King legitimate, 

which is why they appear together in this manuscript. This 

image reinforces their right to rule and royal power and 

their patronage to the church to the viewer.  

 

 
 

Williamson, David. “Ethelred The Unready”, National Portrait Gallery 

History of the King and Queens of England.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Canterbury Cathedral 
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Donations to Canterbury 

 

 

King Cnut and Emma’s donations and patronage were a 

very large part of their life. They gave big and luxurious 

items and often gave gifts of land. In 1023 King Cnut 

created the Sandwich charter, in which he granted unto the 

Cathedral full access and rights to the Sandwich Islands. 

The Latin and Old English versions of the charter still 

survive today.  

 

King Cnut gave the Cathedral the harbor of Sandwich and 

the right to take tolls from incoming ships and to receive 

any wreck that washed up on shore. He gave them full 

rights to the Sandwich Islands to the extent that, “when 

the tide is highest and fullest, and there be a ship floating 

as near the land as possible, and there be a man standing 

upon the ship with a taper-ax in his hand, whithersoever 

the large taper-axe might be thrown out of the ship, 

throughout all that land the ministers of Christ’s Church 

should enjoy their rights.” 

 

Cnut’s successor Harold Harefoot, who reigned from 

1035-40, took back the Sandwich Islands after receiving 

opposition from the Cathedral. The original charter served 

as evidence of the Cathedral’s claim and their rights. 

However upon further investigation, historians are 

suspicious that the charter was a forgery. King Cnut did 

donate the Sandwich Islands to the Cathedral but the 

original charter did not contain such specific rights and 

claims. 

 

 

 

 
Cnut and Emma with the Winchester Cross, The British Library. 
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Encomium Emmae 

 

The Encomium Emmae was a book written for Queen 

Emma as a personal narrative, a way exemplify her 

queenliness and to portray her in a way that promoted her 

political power as well as that of her family. The frontal 

image of the manuscript shows Queen Emma receiving the 

book from her scribe surrounded by her family. In the 

image, Emma is holding the book in a similar way that 

Mary would be holding Christ, which suggests that this 

book was very close to Emma. Encomium Emmae as a book 

and the image of Emma receiving the book are both very 

important. Not all queens were literate and not all queens 

were in a position or had the power to tell their own version 

of history.  

 

This book was written to honor Queen Emma at her request. 

It is divided into three books. The first dealing with Sweyn 

Forkbeard and his conquest of England. The second book 

deals with Cnut and his reconquest of England, the marriage 

of Cnut and Emma, and Cnut’s reign. The third book is of 

Cnut’s death, and the struggle between his sons for the 

throne. Emma does not appear until part way through in the 

second book, and it is missing many details from her life.  

.  

 
 

Enconium Emmae, The British Library. 

 

 

 

At the beginning of the book, the author stated that 

everything written is completely true, however it is 

speculated that the author wrote the things that would 

please Emma instead of the things that were completely 

true. Throughout the book Emma is praised for her 

motherhood, wisdom, beauty, and her good deeds. 

Throughout the book, Emma’s voice is present which 

gives us the rare opportunity to hear the female view on 

political events and daily life in the middle ages.  

 

 
Enconium Emmae, The British Library. 

 

 


