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This volume marks the culmination of a distinguished career during which Pauline Stafford has consistently advanced research within Anglo-Saxon history.[footnoteRef:2] It is entirely fitting, therefore, that her subject should be a complex study of the development of vernacular chronicling in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (the Chronicle), tracing its evolution over two and a half centuries from the reign of Alfred the Great to the conclusion of the Peterborough Chronicle. By exploring how the Chronicle was produced, transmitted, and rewritten, Stafford demonstrates that these texts were inherently dynamic and localised whilst continually reshaped by the political motives of their authors and audiences. Ultimately, she argues that the historian’s aim should not be to harvest raw facts, or to reconstruct one elusive ‘urtext’, but rather to value the plurality of the Chronicles, treating the text itself as ‘a partner in a dialogue with the historian’ (p. 20). [2:  Gender and Historiography: Studies in the Earlier Middle Ages in Honour of Pauline Stafford, IHR Conference Series (University of London Press, 2012), JSTOR <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5139fw> [accessed 18 October 2026].] 

Stafford’s work builds upon a breadth of preceding scholarship, moving from Charles Plummer’s parallel editions and the contextual frameworks of Stenton and Whitelock to the text-critical studies of Keynes and Dumville, whilst also integrating recent work on localised production from scholars like Janet Bately. Stafford acknowledges that whilst assessing lost sources is necessary, the quest for vanished texts can appear hopeless, even describing this search as ‘a textual perversion’ (p. 78). Such commentary can at times appear overly cautious; however, she successfully synthesises a vast complexity of sources into a cohesive understanding of the Chronicle’s significance as far more than a mere chronology of facts (p. 334). The volume also includes ten detailed manuscript images which are of high quality, exceptionally clear and accessible, and will prove helpful for the reader wishing to examine the precise scribal details, layouts, and variations of the manuscript under discussion.
The first two chapters of After Alfred establish the book’s methodological framework. Chapter 1 introduces the surviving vernacular manuscripts, establishing the act of writing history as an exercise of power used to shape political realities. Chapter 2 builds on this by examining how these texts were studied from the early modern period onwards, arguing that past scholarship was far from neutral with early editors using the manuscripts to promote the myth of a single ‘English National Chronicle’ tied to evolving definitions of English identity. Stafford notes that modern research now rejects such nationalistic framing, regarding the Chronicles as tools ‘…engaged in the “art of truth”’ (p. 51) that simultaneously invented an English identity and celebrated and legitimised West Saxon rule.
Moving from broad historiography to specific manuscript analysis, Chapters 3 to 5 trace early textual evolution and regional diversification. Stafford only briefly reviews the late ninth-century ‘common stock’, often called ‘Alfred’s Chronicle’, noting that this text is not her central concern, as the work’s title, After Alfred, pointedly reminds the reader. Chapter 4 provides a detailed analysis of Chronicle A, the earliest surviving physical manuscript, showing how its early tenth-century West Saxon focus under Edward the Elder directly contested a contemporary, lost ‘Mercian Register’ celebrating the achievements of Æthelflæd. Chapter 5 examines mid-tenth-century chronicling by uncovering the close textual relationship between Chronicles B and C and their shared lost ancestor, ‘BC’, illustrating how these were leveraged to assert political legitimacy during eras of volatile royal succession.
Chapters 6 and 7 focus on the reconstruction of lost Chronicles, offering some of the most compelling analysis in the volume. Chapter 6 examines the ‘Northern Recension’, arguing that it was used to extend southern royal control northwards by blending the political goals of York’s southern-appointed archbishops with distinctly local Northumbrian voices. Chapter 7 identifies a lost Worcester Chronicle by ‘reverse engineering’ later medieval annals using forensic textual analysis. Closely tied to Worcester’s local bishops, this missing text challenged standard histories by offering a more positive view of the early reign of Æthelred II and an alternative assessment of Edgar.
Chapters 8 and 9 explore how the Chronicles took account of the Monastic Reform and subsequent Danish conquests. Stafford analyses Chronicles A and G to link their physical settings to connections with Winchester bishops, arguing that as the Danish threat intensified, entries in C, D, and E shifted towards an impassioned, retrospective narrative. This altered the traditional Alfredian framework by prioritising actions of archbishops over the royal court.
Focusing on the mid-eleventh century and the 1066 Conquest, Chapters 10 to 12 examine major political upheavals. Chapter 10 ties a surge in historical writing to Edward the Confessor’s restoration, with Stafford suggesting that manuscript overlaps and contradictions reveal an active scribal network of communication and debate. Chapter 11 argues that entries from the 1040s and 1050s were contemporary records written as events unfolded. In Chapter 12, Stafford examines how Chronicle D straddled the Conquest divide. Although mostly written before 1066, it was revised afterwards to reflect English experiences under Norman rule. She highlights the use of northern dialects and Norse vocabulary, noting that the final annal potentially represents the first recorded Lowland Scots text, demonstrating how far the Chronicle had travelled from the West Saxon court.
The final section examines the last years of the vernacular Chronicle tradition as it adapted to a post-Conquest world. Chapter 13 highlights Canterbury’s bilingual Chronicle F, which Stafford argues intentionally used a mixed English/Latin format with Norman history included to address a changing audience. Finally, Chapter 14 explores the end of the tradition through Peterborough’s Chronicle E, showing how it increasingly converged with the Latin histories that were replacing it, eventually vanishing alongside the Anglo-Saxon elite. The final chapter reviews the book’s core themes, re-evaluating the critical roles played by the royal court, prominent archbishops, and anonymous scribes. It concludes that, whilst these diverse manuscripts operated within a shared tradition, a changed political and linguistic landscape ultimately brought an end to native English vernacular chronicling.
Ultimately, After Alfred stands as a seminal piece of scholarship that expertly captures plurality and regionality across the various versions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is both an impeccably researched academic work and an accessible, engaging guide for any reader keen to understand how history was written, recorded, and disseminated from the time of Alfred to the decades following the Norman Conquest.












