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Introduction
In an era where reading remained the preserve of a privileged few, conveying a message through imagery was much more significant than it is today, where we rely on words to convey meaning. Visual culture was therefore a part of everyday life in the medieval period, with meaning conveyed through illustrations, murals, sculptures, and objects such as the Alfred Jewel. The Jewel can give us information from the image depicted, from its design and also from its possible use, even though there is no contemporary written record. The Jewel was discovered in 1693 in moorland at Newton Park in Somerset. The location is four miles from Athelney, where King Alfred sought refuge from the Vikings before his victory at the battle of Edington in 878AD. Alfred founded a monastery at Athelney in commemoration of his victory.

Content
The Jewel consists of shaped, polished rock crystal overlaying a cloisonné enamel figure, surrounded by a gold frame into which are cut the letters in Old English AELFRED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN (Alfred Ordered Me To Be Made). The frame tapers to a gold animal’s head, holding a short tube in its mouth with a gold rivet at the end. The back of the Jewel is flat, with a plant pattern engraved over it.
a) The Enamel Image
The Jewel depicts a figure in an informal pose, holding in each hand a flowering plant stem. The figure has been thought to represent Kind Alfred,[footnoteRef:1] however there is no crown or other kingly imagery. As imagery was used to convey meaning, an audience would have expected to identify a king with the ‘right’ objects. [1:  Musgrave, Dr J: Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, vol 20 (London: Royal Society, 1968)] 

There is a parallel image in the Book of Kells (Trinity College, Dublin), which was probably painted in the 9th Century, showing the young Christ in the temple with two crossed plant stems, as in the Jewel image. But the figure in the Jewel has no halo – again an audience used to ‘reading’ imagery would have expected a depiction of Christ to have one.
John Earle suggested that the figure must have been influenced by the Book of Kells and represents ‘papal authority as the vice-regent of Christ’ , and that the stems are wands with heads of feathers.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Earle, J.: The Alfred Jewel: A Historical Essay, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1901) p79] 

The figure could represent Sight. On the Fuller Brooch (British Museum) there is a depiction of the five senses and the Sight figure resembles the Alfred Jewel. Referring to the function of the Jewel, discussed below, Sight would of course be necessary for wisdom, therefore reading.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Hinton, D.A The Alfred Jewel And Other Late Anglo-Saxon Decorated Metalwork (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) p 21. Hinton explains that this theory was put forward by Egil Bakka in 1996, but gives no references and I have been unable to locate the work referred to.] 


b) The Crystal
Polished crystal is translucent and was highly prized, being symbolic of purity. Bede had noted that the word ‘crystal’ sounds like ‘cristsmael’, meaning Christ’s Cross, which further popularised the stone.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Karkov, C The Ruler Portraits of Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, Suffolk & Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2004)] 


c) The Inscription

The words ‘Alfred had me made’, together with the location of the find near Athelney, are widely thought to indicate that the Jewel was made on the instruction of, or for, Alfred The Great. The difficulty is that there is no indication of kingship in the inscription. Alfred almost always used ‘Rex’ on coins and ‘cyning’ in vernacular texts. Was it down to lack of space? Or was the Jewel made for someone else? Earle’s answer to this problem is simply that the Jewel was made before Alfred became king in 871AD.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Earle, J The Alfred Jewel p167] 


d) The Beast and Nozzle

Hinton argues that the animal depictions of this nature in the period were frequently of dragons, the scales on the underside being consistent with this. The imagery would represent the destruction wreaked by the devil threatening the wisdom of Christ’s word.[footnoteRef:6] Earle, however, felt that a boar was represented, tying in with his argument that the Jewel is a helmet fitting. He points to passages in Beowulf which link boar imagery to adornment of helmets as a symbol of power and strength.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Hinton, D.A. : The Alfred Jewel p24.]  [7:  Earle, J. The Alfred Jewel p52] 


David Howlett has attempted to bring all the imagery together, suggesting that the stems represent Truth and Wisdom, the clothes being priestly vestments. The beast’s head is a reminder of Satan, the backplate a depiction of the tree of life, as an allegory for Wisdom in the Old Testament, becoming the Cross in the New.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Howlett, D.R : The Iconography of the Alfred Jewel vol 39 p 44-52 (Oxford: Oxoniensa 1974)] 


Context and Significance
The Jewel is an Anglo-Saxon artefact. Sufficient similar objects have been found in Anglo-Saxon contexts to put the dating of the Jewel beyond reasonable doubt. The Minster Lovell Jewel (also in the British Museum), for example, also has cloisonné enamel, a bevelled frame, flat back and a tube with rivet holes. Further examples have been found in a number of other locations, in particular the West Country.
The Jewel’s use is not obvious. The symbolism of Sight, of the wisdom of learning, would add weight to the prevailing view that the Jewel was an æstel, and would have had a short pointer, possibly ivory, attached to the beast’s mouth with a rivet. It would have been used as an aid to reading. The flat back would have enabled it to lie well on a manuscript or table.
Notwithstanding the uncertainty of whether Alfred the Great was involved, it is know that Alfred had a passion for learning. He sent a copy of his translation of Pope Gregory’s Pastoralis to each of his bishops, and possibly to his monastery at Athelney, with a preface saying that he would send with each book an æstel worth 50 mancuses. Following WJH Clifford pointing out in 1877 that a 13th Century writer had written ‘festuca’, meaning ‘rod’, above the word ‘æstel’, the pointer has been a favoured interpretation. But the Jewel does not weigh nearly enough to cost 50 mancuses. Earle’s view is that the Jewel was a fitting to a kingly helmet, following the Beowulf imagery, feeling that the Jewel would be ‘wasted’ as a pointer to be held and thus worn down.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Earle, J. The Alfred Jewel p36] 

Conclusion
[image: ]Whoever viewed the Jewel when first made would have recognised the imagery that is now obscure to us and has been supplanted by the written word, giving us the difficulty (or luxury!) of not being able to arrive at a definitive interpretation. Although possibly the pre-literate world would have understood the modern day preponderance of emojis, memes and the like, and wondered if words have had their day! The Alfred Jewel – Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
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