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[bookmark: _Hlk184066724]The Life of Alfred the Great – According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

King Alfred the Great was born in Wantage in 849.[footnoteRef:1] His life and reign play a pivotal role in the formation of an Anglo-Saxon nation and English identity. During his life, he commissioned the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to provide a record of the Anglo-Saxon people and highlight his own achievements and those of the House of Wessex. This essay analyses the information provided in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to identify how King Alfred’s life is portrayed through exploring his childhood, military campaigns, and significant reforms within his reign. [1:  Jessica Brian, Alfred The Great, (2019)
<https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofEngland/Alfred-the-Great/> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

[image: Portrait of Alfred the Great (849-99), after a painting in the Bodleian Gallery, 19th century] Figure 1[footnoteRef:2] [2:  English School, Alfred The Great, After A Painting In The Bodleian Gallery, [Colour lithograph], < https://www.myartprints.co.uk/a/english-school/alfred-the-great-849-99-a.html> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

[bookmark: _Hlk184066746]The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is an important document and reference point for the history of Britain, written in by various authors circa 890,[footnoteRef:3] giving us nine different versions which often contradict each other. The Chronicle itself begins with a rough outline of Britain before the Roman invasions of Julius Cesar that took place “B.C. 60 Before the incarnation of Christ sixty years”.[footnoteRef:4] which it also describes in a short paragraph. This may have been a literary tool to express the significance of British history. [3: Jan Bill, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, <https://www.vikingeskibsmuseet.dk/en/professions/education/the-longships/the-historical-sources/the-anglo-saxon-chronicle> [accessed 2 December 2024].
]  [4:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, trans. by J Ingram and J A Giles (Project Gutenburg, 1996)
 <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/657/pg657-images.html> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

The chronicle was written on the order and patronage of Alfred of Wessex [footnoteRef:5] and was used to ‘project a view of the common history of the English peoples and the emergence of Alfred as their natural leader.’ [footnoteRef:6] It began after Alfred had established various reforms. These included adopting a Burghal system for defensive measures, coinage, and widespread educational reforms. These educational reforms heavily influenced the literacy within his court and allowed further accessibility to his broader subjects. Alfred had documents and texts translated into English from Latin to better spread education into his kingdom. [5:  Encyclopaedia Brittanica, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (2011) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Anglo-Saxon-Chronicle> [accessed 2 December 2024].
]  [6:  Simon Keynes, ‘King Alfred And The West Saxon Kingdom’, Transactions Of The Royal Historical Society, 36 (1986), 195-217 (p.198) <DOI (10.2307/3679065)>.
] 

The chronicle also advertised his right to rule, both to his contemporaries and retrospective readers. Being the founder of such a chronicle would have directed the narrative as more “Wessex-centric” than a document made elsewhere outside his authority.
King Alfred is mentioned early in the Chronicle, when a brief outline of the house of Wessex is established with the landing of Cerdic and Cynric, the first inhabitants of the House of Wessex onto English land in 495. This entry is considerably longer than the mention of other migratory founders within the early section of the history.
The first chronological mention of Alfred was in A.D 853, when it is remarked that King Ethelwulf, King Alfred’s father, took his son on pilgrimage to ‘Rome; and Leo, who was then Pope, consecrated him King, and adopted him as his spiritual son.’[footnoteRef:7] This was designed to establish Alfred as a highly regarded, spiritual individual. Alfred was likely to have been embedded in the church; being the youngest surviving son of Ethelwulf, it was unlikely that he would have been given any noteworthy positions within the court of Wessex. This was due to the political system within Wessex, such as the election of monarchy from a council of eldermen, called the Witan; or the tradition of establishing a sub king, which functioned as a primitive precursor to an established heir. Thus, his position would have been favourable, and most likely more fruitful within a theological role.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, J Ingram and J A Giles.
]  [8:  Vale Of Evesham History, Alfred The Great - A Fortunate King? <https://www.valeofeveshamhistory.org.uk/alfred-the-great> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

In the 854 section, the Chronicle gives a direct patrilineal connection between Aethelwulf, thus his children, to notable figures from Woden through to ‘Noah, who was born in Noah's ark’ to ‘Adam, the first man’, then directly to ‘our Father, that is, Christ’,[footnoteRef:9] in which Alfred, and the broader house of Wessex can claim a divine legitimacy above the common man. Ensuring that his family is perceived as holy, thus reinforcing their royal legitimacy. [9:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, J Ingram and J A Giles.
] 

In 868, the entry portrays the house of Wessex as protectors of a broader area than Wessex alone, where Aethelred & Alfred were requested by King Burhred, King of the Mercians to assist them in battle. Although there is no mention of what army they were fighting, it is possible that this was the Danish army camped in Northumbria from the account of the year before.
The account of 871 depicts a broad narrative of the death of King Ethelred within a series of battles and skirmishes within Wessex and Mercian territory, in which Alfred is credited for leading forces against ‘two heathen kings, Bagsac and Healfden, and many earls’ [footnoteRef:10]and forcing their retreat. It is suggested that after King Ethelred’s death, Alfred continues his campaign against the Danish armies, remarking the death of ‘nine earls, and one king’[footnoteRef:11] before making peace with them the same year. [10:  Ibid.
]  [11:  Ibid. 
] 

Upon his brother Aethelred’s death in 871, Alfred became King, where the responsibility of governance coincided with war and uncertainty. This was partially due to the succession which Aethelwulf put in place, passing the crown down the fraternal line, rather than paternal.[footnoteRef:12] This act created tension between his nephews, who were overlooked for rule. This may have been one reason Alfred commissioned the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, to create legitimacy for his role, being perceived by his peers as a capable ruler. [12:  Chronicon Ex Chronicis, ‘A Tale Of Two Cousins: Æthelwold And Edward The Elder’ (2019) 
<https://chroniconchronicon.home.blog/2019/05/17/a-tale-of-two-cousins-aethelwold-and-edward-the-elder/> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

The chronicle goes on to depict the fate of King Burhred, remarking that he decided to abdicate and live the remainder of his life in Rome. The chronicle, that would have been writing from a Wessex-centric perspective shows disproval of Mercia’s choice of successor, naming ‘Ceolwulf, an unwise king's thane’.[footnoteRef:13] This could have been due to Alfred’s ties to the Mercian court, through his matrilineal line, and his ambition to expand his ambitions of a united Anglo-Saxon Kingdom. [13:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, J Ingram and J A Giles.
] 

The narrative continues to portray Alfred as a successful warrior, leader, and saviour, though, throughout the noted battles, it is remarked repeatedly that King Alfred offered peace. This also puts Alfred above his peers and other contemporaries also conflicting with the Danes by noting that in 876, ‘the Danes in England swore oaths to King Alfred upon the holy ring, which before they would not do to any nation’.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, J Ingram and J A Giles.
] 

Alfred experienced conflict with the Dane & Norse Vikings, which in 878, summited in an unexpected attack from the Scandinavian war leader Guthrum and his forces. The attack took place ‘during twelfth night’,[footnoteRef:15] which was a Saxon feasting festival held over Christmas. [footnoteRef:16] The Danes at the time were pagan, therefore would not have taken part in this tradition, and took advantage of their rival’s lowered guard. Alfred was forced to escape into the Somerset marshes with a small band where they gathered support to reestablish his rule and muster forces to launch a counterattack on the Danes. Alfred is repeatedly portrayed as still ruling, which is expressed in statements such as ‘the greatest part they rode down, and subdued to their will;-- ALL BUT ALFRED THE KING’.[footnoteRef:17] Later in 878, Alfred won a pivotal battle, through the help of Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire, at Edington, where he forced Guthrum into a baptism and established himself as his godfather before creating a peace treaty which separated what is now England into Anglo Saxon land and what was held under Danish rule, which was named the Danelaw.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Ibid.
]  [16:  Sally-Anne Huxtable, Wassailing: Ritual And Revelry 
<https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/discover/history/art-collections/wassailing-ritual-and-revelry> [accessed 2 December 2024].
]  [17:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, J Ingram and J A Giles.
]  [18:  Ibid. 
] 

Once peace with the Danes was temporarily secured, Alfred looked at reforming and optimising his kingdom, where he implemented a defensive infrastructure, such as a network of burhs, which were fortified towns, which aided in protecting his subjects and assets. A new rotation service was established for the fyrd, the local militia which made up the bulk of Anglo-Saxon forces. This ensured general morale and troop health increased but also benefited the civic life for his subjects, such as better crop yields. In addition to this, King Alfred the Great is also mentioned in the chronicle for modernising the navy by redesigning the ships to be longer and taller than that of the Danes. He also increased the number of ships within his navy.[footnoteRef:19] These processes significantly improved Wessex’s ability to withstand further invasions and raids. [19:  Jan Bill, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.] 

Though Alfred, as often depicted, was known for his militaristic prowess, King Alfred also took steps at reforming law, where ‘he assembled the laws of Offa and other predecessors, and of the kingdoms of Mercia and Kent, adding his own administrative regulations to form a definitive body of Anglo-Saxon law’. [footnoteRef:20] He also heavily influenced the promotion of literacy and learning by translating documents into Old English from Latin, to make them more accessible to his subjects, and commissioned a historical recording of Britain, known as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.[footnoteRef:21] These actions assist in portraying Alfred’s Wessex as a highly civilised and politically advanced kingdom. [20:  The Royal Household, Alfred 'The Great’ (r. 871-899)
<https://www.royal.uk/alfred-great-r-871-899#:~:text=Like%20other%20West%20Saxon%20kings,body%20of%20Anglo%2DSaxon%20law> [accessed 2 December 2024].
]  [21:  John Asser, Asser’s Life Of King Alfred, trans. by Albert Cook (Project Gutenburg, 1996), p. 48 <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/63384/63384-h/63384-h.htm#sec_87> [accessed 2 December 2024].
] 

The Chronicle states in 883 that Pope Marinus sent King Alfred the “lignum Domini”.’ Which was a relic translating to “wood of the lord,” this further substantiates the image of Alfred to be a pious individual, supported, or at least approved of, by the papacy.[footnoteRef:22] In conclusion, Alfred the Great is portrayed as a warrior king, who defended his kingdom against heavily unfavourable odds. The Chronicle depicts him as such, in conjunction with being heavily focused on improving the efficiency of his kingdom through reform and adaptation. It portrays Alfred as a form of saviour, with the God given right to rule whilst creating legitimacy for his line. The information in the chronicle is heavily tailored to create this narrative, as other sources about Alfreds life, such as Asser’s Life of Alfred, which creates a more balanced source of information. For example, Alfred had health issues from an early age which would not have been beneficial to create the image of an ideal ruler.[footnoteRef:23] However, the accounts in the record and other contemporary sources indicate that King Alfred’s life was remarkable, and his reign benefited the idea of England and improved the lives and future of his Kingdom. The Chronicle itself stands as a testament of his reign. [22:  Simon Keynes, Alfred The Great And The Kingdom Of The Anglo-Saxons, p. 14 <https://api.repository.cam.ac.uk/server/api/core/bitstreams/990c6e9b-d04a-44c9-b3c2-803e17a0f831/content> [accessed 2 December 2024].
]  [23:  John Asser, Asser’s Life of King Alfred, p. 15.
] 
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