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ALFRED AND WESSEX

Genealogy                                                                                            Dup. sheets
Grandson of Egbert (consolidated Wessex power – briefly defeated Mercians, 

 dominated Kent, defeated British princes in south-west, stood up to Vikings)

Son of Ethelwulf (pious – took Alfred on pilgrimage to Rome and made generous 

 land grants to churches, but also tried to ensure his 5 sons did not quarrel over

 the succession)

Four elder brothers – 3 had short reigns and 2 died childless.

Sister married Burgred of Mercia.

Daughter married Ethelred – Mercian ealdorman

Why was Alfred called “the Great”? first used by Matthew Paris in C13.

NB “Cult” of Alfred particularly in C19 – “father of British navy”

                                                                 -   Christian and morally upright

1901 celebrations – Hamo Thornycroft’s statue in Winchester               Picture

ACHIEVEMENTS

1.   State Formation

Continues Offa’s Carolingian concept of kingship, but built on work of father and

 grandfather.

Established supremacy over nobles to build coalition against Danes (Christian 

 lordship, nobles had duties as well as rights).

“Three Orders” – men who pray

                          -         “      fight

                          -         “      labour (cf. Plato)             Keynes and Lapidge  132, XVII

State power was reinforced by:

2.   Coinage

Early in reign London possibly the only working mint – poor quality.

c.886 Alfred probably introduced regional die production (previously each mint 

 supplied its moneyers with dies) – increased numbers of moneyers (many foreign)

                                                      - new, heavier weight standard

                                                      - new important mints at Winchester, Exeter                  

                                                      - simple coins, ALFRED REX

and:

3.   Laws

Kingship reinforced – king as lawgiver (though agreed by Witan), supervised courts

 and law officers (need for literacy)

Introduction – Mosaic law (Exodus) with a few English alterations/additions

Emphasised Romano/Christian tradition as against Germanic custom/taboo to 

 emphasise idea of right against harm but co-existed with wergeld
4.   Resistance to Danes

How successful? – nearly failed (878 Athelney episode)

                                  - had to surrender eastern England to Guthrum       OHP Treaty

                                (baptism of Guthrum 878, Treaty of Wedmore c. 886)

What turned the tide?   Burghal  system (880’s)                        OHP Burhs

 Burghal Hidage                                                                         K and L 193-4

 Archaeological evidence – defences and street grids             OHP’s Wallingford

   linked to reorganisation of levies – only half on duty at one time    Winchester                                                                                               

Was this Alfred’s invention? previous Mercian burhs – Hereford, poss. Tamworth

    Ethelred/Ethelflaed, later Edward the Elder, developed more successfully

    Similar forts being built on the Continent at this time          OHP England c.900

5.   Literature and Learning

Alfred’s literacy in youth                                                          K and L 75

      “            “          later                                                                  “       99

Own translations:

i.   Pastoral Care  (Gregory I)

     Preface by Alfred                                                                 K and L 124-7

     Sent to all bishops cf.aestels and Alfred Jewel

     Late C7 “golden age” (Theodore?)                                             “       124   

     Sin of pride – eg – David                                                            “       128     

     Distractions of ruler (“anti-Machiavelli”)                                   “       129

ii.  Consolations of Philosophy (Boethius)

     Boethius was a noble Roman who served barbarian king Theodoric in early C6 – 

      suspected of treason and imprisoned, executed. 525.   In prison wrote

      dialogue between himself and Lady Philosophy – widely read.

    Alfred made free translation with Christian emphasis; mentions 3 Orders,

     importance of resources; friends (unusual in A/S literature)  K and L 132-3

     Boethius accepts his lot (providence, fate, wyrd)                        xxiv, 3                                                                                    

iii. Soliloquies (Augustine)

     Very free translation, mainly about immutability of the soul    K and L 138

     Preface – imagery (compare “tools” in “Pastoral Care”: Asser says Alfred

       “able to make to his own design” – eg – horn lantern

iv.  Psalms 1-50
     Alfred saw similarities between his situation and David’s:

      a.   pleas for divine help against enemies

      b.  sustenance in pursuit of divine knowledge

Also ordered translations of Bede, Orosius, all to be used to teach in:-

Schools

i.   in own household – young noblemen brought up with own sons  K and L 90

ii.  for all “free-born youth” (did this happen?)                                         “      126

6.   Relationship with Church
Increasing acceptance of church’s role in creating a more ordered society (had started

 under Offa – Lichfield etc)

Bishops more powerful (Carolingian –type theocracy?) – Plegmund, Werferth, Asser

 at court

Christianity linked to resistance to pagan Danes (seen as “punishment”)

Attempts at monastic revival – Athelney had problems (attempted murder of the first

                                                   abbot, John the Old Saxon: recruitment difficult -                     

                                                   “job lot” of monks                                 K and L 103-5

1                                             -  Shaftesbury nunnery – daughter Aelfgifu first abbess

But both eventually successful – well-endowed

SUMMARY

Cultural/social achievements predominate:

BUT – not a long reign

         - Danes not defeated

         - English unity did not last long

         - employed forced labour (unwilling)

         - criticised by Pope for seizing church property (along Danelaw boundary to 

            create buffer estates for loyal nobles)

         - not a saint (warlike, huntsman, could be devious)

So why is he “the Great”? (his grandson Athelstan much more successful in gaining

 power – over Northumbria, Welsh , but hardly celebrated)

Because of Asser – hagiographer (may even have been a forgery?)

