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Introduction: Background
and Sources

Ælfred … is the most perfect character in history … No other man on record has ever so thoroughly united all the virtues both of the ruler and of the private man. In no other man on record were so many virtues disfigured by so little alloy.



Edward Freeman, 18791







King Alfred the Great is the most famous and celebrated of all Anglo-Saxon kings. His statue stands at the heart of a number of southern English towns – Wantage, where he was born over a thousand years ago; Winchester, where he was buried; Pewsey and Shaftesbury, where he also had strong personal connections. Other monuments to his memory can be enjoyed on a day out at Stowe Landscape Gardens, on the Stourhead estate in Wiltshire or at Athelney on the Somerset Levels. Alfred was headline news when the results of an examination of what might have been part of his skeleton were announced in Winchester. This was in January 2014, 1,115 years after his death. How has Alfred’s reputation survived with such dramatic force when other powerful and high-achieving Anglo-Saxon kings have been all but forgotten? Why is he the only King of England to be known as ‘the Great’?

There are three main reasons for Alfred’s fame: (1) his successful defence of his kingdom against the Vikings; (2) the relatively large number of sources which survive from his reign; and (3) the desire in later centuries to find Anglo-Saxon origins for the English constitution, Church, empire and character. These three aspects coalesce so that his very real achievements have become part of a myth. It is a process that began in his lifetime and reached its apogee in the millenary celebrations of his death in 1901. 

Alfred was the right person in the right place at the right time. Early in his reign he very nearly succumbed, like so many of his contemporaries, to the onslaught of the Vikings, but somehow he managed to hold out. By the time of his second campaign against the Vikings, between 892 and 896, his kingdom of Wessex was better prepared to defend itself. The military changes Alfred made saved his land and his people, and secured his reputation as a war leader. Alfred was able to leave the throne far more secure than he found it, so that his son and grandsons could in due course capitalise on his achievements to become kings of all England.

Alfred lived at the time of what is now known as the Carolingian Renaissance, a period of heightened interest in learning and the written word in western Europe. Due to this, his reign is among the best recorded of the entire Anglo-Saxon period. Alfred seems to have taken a strong personal interest in the production of texts in the English language, something which marks him out from all of the other Anglo-Saxon warrior kings. He commissioned a series of translations into Old English of key Latin texts. He also had circulated, and may have commissioned, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which recorded, in the native tongue, the main events of his and earlier periods, beginning with the invasion of Britain by Julius Caesar in 54 BC and rapidly moving on to the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons, including Alfred’s supposed ancestors Cerdic and Cynric in the fifth century.

The Chronicle, as we have it, consists of various manuscript versions of an original compilation made in Alfred’s reign. Topics covered are limited and seem to reflect his known interests: the accessions and deaths of kings, visits by West Saxons to Rome and, above all, battles. Very unusually among contemporary writing, there is relatively little on ecclesiastical matters and nothing to associate the work with a particular religious community. Its brief and laconic entries are deceptively simple. This was a collection of material carefully chosen to show Alfred in a favourable light.

The first stage of compilation was completed sometime between 890 and 892, when Alfred was about 40 years of age and had been on the throne for some two decades. It was probably circulated when it was apparent that another major round of Viking wars was starting. The entries for this second phase of war are considerably more detailed, perhaps made soon after they took place, and give us much information about ninth-century military manoeuvres. These entries may have been distributed as a ‘top-up’ to those places which had received a copy of the main Chronicle compilation.

Most crucial of all for Alfred’s subsequent reputation was the Latin biography written by one of his court advisers, the Welsh scholar monk Asser, who eventually became one of the bishops of Wessex. The Life of Alfred, written in 893 while the king was still alive, is the only biography that survives for an Anglo-Saxon king and provides types of information about the man and his reign that we do not have for other pre-Norman rulers. A translation of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle forms the main structure of the narrative, together with some additional information which may have come from the recollections of the king himself or other war veterans at his court. On to this framework Asser pastes other information and vignettes in rough chronological sequence. There are scenes from Alfred’s childhood, his interest in learning, the illnesses from which he suffered, his religious attitudes and his concerns with the operation of law, together with various observations about his position as king. It seems to offer insight into the king’s innermost thoughts. But caution is necessary. Asser’s work is far from an objective critique of the king and his reign. It is clearly framed in terms of contemporary ideals of kingship, based on classical, biblical and Frankish prototypes, to which his Alfred is made to conform. The Life has to be seen alongside the work of other court scholars who helped make the translations of Latin works into Old English during Alfred’s reign. We have a relatively clear idea of what this coterie of churchmen considered to be the qualities of an ideal ruler. There is a strong influence from the land of Francia, across the Channel, from works produced at the courts of the great kings Charlemagne (Charles the Great, d. 814), his son Louis the Pious (d. 840) and grandsons Lothair (d. 855), Louis the German (d. 876) and Charles the Bald (d. 877) – the last was Alfred’s step-grandfather.

How far Alfred himself subscribed to their interpretation of kingship is a crucial matter on which it is possible to take divergent views. Asser’s biography was never widely circulated under the king’s imprimatur in the way that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle seems to have been. This could be an indication that Alfred did not fully condone its contents, that it was not how he wanted posterity to remember him. The work may never even have been completed. It lacks a conclusion, and there are evident minor errors and places where it appears that more information was to be inserted at some future date. It is dedicated to Alfred, but in it Asser often seems to be addressing his fellow countrymen in Wales. One theory is that it was begun when Alfred needed to encourage the Welsh kingdoms into a political alliance, and abandoned when the diplomatic situation subsequently changed.

Although the Life was not widely circulated, it was known to later medieval historians such as William of Malmesbury (d. c. 1143) and Henry of Huntingdon (d. c. 1157), who wrote about the Anglo-Saxon past. They summarised what Asser had said, and they added in further information on Alfred’s reign, some deriving from oral tradition and some of it mere inference. As Asser provided their template, a very positive portrait of the king was passed on to subsequent ages. When churchmen and politicians in later centuries wanted to discover Anglo-Saxon precedents for their own activities, it was Asser’s Life of King Alfred and its later accretions which came most conveniently to hand. Asser would have considered it a job well done when the Victorian historian Edward Freeman declared Alfred to have been ‘the most perfect character in history’.2

There is, therefore, a considerable challenge for the modern historian in knowing how far to trust what Asser has to say about Alfred. The Life undoubtedly preserves important details, but some of the seductive vignettes Asser provides prove insubstantial on close examination. For instance, Asser describes how Alfred’s mother promised a book of Anglo-Saxon poetry to whichever of her sons could recite its contents to her first.3 Alfred learned the poems by heart when someone read them to him, and so beat his four older brothers to the prize. However, Alfred was only an infant when his mother died, while his oldest brothers were grown men who were unlikely to want to be involved in competitive poetry reciting. Can we really believe that this incident actually happened? Various apparent errors, such as in names of individuals or dates, make one wonder if Asser was actually as close to Alfred and the affairs of the court as he tries to imply.

An extreme reaction to the suspicion that many of Asser’s stories were fabrications led the historian Alfred Smyth in 1995 to declare that Asser’s Life was a forgery written in eastern England in the tenth century.4 It is a view not generally accepted by historians today, but it does point to the fact that there was a process of Alfredian myth-making at work. Parallels with the exemplary kings of the Old Testament, especially David and Solomon, often underpin the depictions of Alfred. When Asser writes of Alfred carefully dividing his revenues into equal fractions for various types of expenditure, or ingeniously designing a candle clock, one has to appreciate that there are close similarities to the portrayal of King Solomon in the Old Testament.5

So can we get behind Asser’s idealised portrait to catch a glimpse of the real King Alfred? Our quest is made all the harder by the fact that the majority of sources which survive from Alfred’s reign, probably including the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, were produced by the same scholarly circle to which Asser belonged. They shared the same ideals and the same sense of purpose – which included wanting to persuade the king to listen to what they had to say. Fortunately, a few other unrelated documents also survive, including King Alfred’s will, his law code and letters. In them the king can be seen in a less idealised light. Archaeological evidence and artefacts such as coins and the Alfred Jewel provide another way of assessing the portrait produced by his scholarly advisers. It may be impossible to recover fully the ‘real’ Alfred, but we can strip away some of the myth to reveal a more realistic king in his historical context – less the idealised Christian ruler, and more the shrewd, battle-hardened warrior.



By the time Alfred came to the throne in 871, Anglo-Saxons had been living in Britain for over 300 years. They came originally from lands across the North Sea, from what is now Germany and Denmark, first to raid and then, after the Roman legions left Britannia, to establish permanent bases on the island. By the seventh century various small Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had begun to emerge, especially in the south and east of England. Their kings seem to have welcomed Christianity as part of the stabilisation of their power and were particularly proud to be associated with a mission sent by Pope Gregory the Great from Rome in the year 597.

Our main source of evidence for this period is the Ecclesiastical History of the English People completed by the scholar monk Bede in about 731. From the perspective of those living in the ninth century the world of Bede appeared to be something of a golden age – a time when, to cite a letter sent by Alfred to his bishops, kings ‘maintained their peace, morality and authority at home but also extended their territory outside; and … succeeded both in warfare and in wisdom’.6 Such a vision of stability and order was illusory, but it provided an ideal towards which Alfred’s court could aspire. One of the first works translated by the king and his court scholars was the Pastoral Care of Pope Gregory the Great, to which Alfred’s letter formed a preface.

By the end of the seventh century some of the central Anglo-Saxon settlements had grown substantially by extending westwards. The four major kingdoms were Northumbria, East Anglia, Mercia (the Midlands) and Wessex (Hampshire westwards, south of the Thames) (see Maps). Northumbria was the great power of the first half of the seventh century, after which Mercia became increasingly powerful and dominated in the eighth. King Offa of Mercia (757–96), a contemporary of Charlemagne, was particularly expansionist and quickly incorporated a number of small kingdoms in the east and south.

When Alfred was born in 848/49 there were still four Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. But by the time of his death in 899 Wessex was the only one surviving intact with its own Anglo-Saxon royal house. The story of Alfred’s reign is not just about how Wessex was able to continue when the other kingdoms fell to the Vikings, but how Alfred managed to ensure that his successors went on to become kings of all England – that is, rulers over all the former kingdoms of Mercia, East Anglia and Northumbria as well as Wessex.




Notes

A Note about Sources

Many of the sources for Alfred’s reign can be found in translation, either full or abstracted, in Keynes, Simon & Lapidge, Michael (eds), Alfred the Great: Asser’s Life of King Alfred and Other Contemporary Sources (Penguin, 1983). Many of the same, and some additional sources, are contained in Whitelock, Dorothy (ed.), English Historical Documents, Volume 1, c. 550–1042 (2nd edn, Eyre Methuen, 1979). Citations from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle have been taken from this work, but a more easily obtainable translation is available in Swanton, Michael (ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles (Dent, 1996). Most of the ‘events’ described in the book come from the yearly entries in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and are not referenced separately.
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