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 The political implications of the OE prose translations of King Alfred (849-899) are 

overlooked by scholars who focus on the literary merits of the texts. When viewed as 

propaganda, Alfred’s writings show a careful reshaping of their Latin sources that reaffirms 

Alfred’s claim to power. 

 The preface to Pastoral Care, long understood to be the inauguration of Alfred’s literary 

reforms, is invested with highly charged language and a dramatic reinvention of English history, 

which both reestablishes the social hierarchy with the king more firmly in place at its head and 

constructs the inevitability of what is actually a quite radical translation project. The translations 

themselves reshape their readers’ understanding of kingship, even while creating implicit 

comparison between Alfred and the Latin authors.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Alfred, King of Wessex (r. 871-899) is historically remarkable in many ways. The life of 

no other Anglo-Saxon is so well documented. In addition to his own writings, Alfred is the 

subject of a contemporary biography by the Welshman John Asser. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 

compiled and extended during Alfred’s reign from earlier sources, gives a wealth of detail about 

Alfred’s military campaigns. Numerous treaties and charters, as well as Alfred’s own will, help 

to confirm the accounts of Asser and the chronicle, and fill in many of their gaps. Although the 

degree to which these documents are historically accurate remains an open question, produced as 

they were at the king’s direction, they nevertheless present a foundation for analysis more 

complete than for any other early medieval figure since Charlemagne. 

 The focus of the early years of Alfred’s reign was necessarily military. The Viking 

attacks which had plagued England since the late eighth century had been steadily increasing in 

intensity from about 860, and by the 870s had reached a critical point. Of the four English 

kingdoms, Wessex, Mercia, Northumbria, and East Anglia, only Wessex remained politically 

independent by 880, the other three kings having been either killed or banished.1 Only after 

Alfred’s decisive victory over the Vikings in 878 was he able to turn his attention to other 

projects. 

 In the 880s, Alfred’s focus was on reconstruction. He established a system of fortresses to 

defend against future invasions; he reclaimed London, traditionally part of Mercia, from Viking 

                                                 
1 King Edmund of East Anglia was killed in 871; the two rival Northumbrian kings, Osberht and Ælle, were killed in 
867; King Burgred of Mercia, Alfred’s brother-in-law, was exiled in 874. George Garmonsway, ed. and trans., The 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (New York: Dutton, 1953): 867-874 (hereafter cited as A-SC). 
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control, and restored it beautifully.2 He assembled a group of teachers, mainly imported from 

Wales or the continent, and began his own study of Latin literature.  

 A treaty with Guthrum, king of the Vikings in East Anglia, in 886 initiated a period of 

peace secure enough for Alfred to turn his attention to intellectual projects. Sometime after 890, 

Alfred translated into English Pope Gregory’s Pastoral Care, and sent a copy to every bishop in 

his kingdom, accompanied by a letter, traditionally referred to as its preface, in which he outlines 

a program of educational reform. He proposes that all the young noblemen in England be taught 

to read English so that they can read “suma bec, ða þe nidbeðyrfesta sien eallum monnum to 

witanne” [some books, those which are most necessary for all men to know], which must then be 

translated for them.3 

 The seven literary translations completed by Alfred or at his direction during the 890s are 

remarkably unprecedented in their application of the vernacular to complex philosophical and 

theoretical works. Alfred personally translated four books from Latin into Old English: 

Gregory’s Pastoral Care, Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy, Augustine’s Soliloquies, and the 

first fifty psalms. Three other translations completed in this period by others appear to belong to 

this group as well: Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Orosius’ History Against 

the Pagans, both translated anonymously, and Gregory’s Dialogues, translated by Bishop 

Wærferth, one of Alfred’s teachers.4 

                                                 
2 For the network of burgs, see Patrick Wormald, “The Ninth Century,” in The Anglo-Saxons, ed. James Campbell, 
Eric John, and Patrick Wormald (New York: Penguin Books, 1991): 152-153. For Alfred’s restoration of London, 
see John Asser, Asser’s Life of King Alfred, ed. William H. Stevenson (Oxford: Clarendon, 1959): chap. 83 
(hereafter cited as Asser; translations mine); also, Tony Dyson, “King Alfred and the Restoration of London,” 
London Journal 15, no. 2 (1990): 99-100; Gustav Milne, “King Alfred’s Plan for London?” The London 
Archaeologist 6 (1990): 206-207. 
3 Henry Sweet, ed., King Alfred’s West-Saxon Version of Gregory’s Pastoral Care (London: Early English Text 
Society, 1871), 6. All references to Pastoral Care are from Sweet’s edition, Cotton Mss. Translations are my own.  
4 For the authorship of the Alfredian canon, see Janet Bately, “Old English Prose before and during the Reign of 
King Alfred,” Anglo-Saxon England 17 (1988): 93-138. 
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 Alfred’s literary translations are without question among the most important documents 

in all of English literature. They are the earliest occurrence of literary prose in any European 

vernacular; this fact alone would warrant their study even if they had no intrinsic value.5 That 

they have such value is beyond dispute, but the nature of their worth is less clear. In particular, 

these works suffer from several distinct generic difficulties. All purport to be translations of 

Latin texts, but their analysis evinces an interpretation of the source text that is far from simple. 

Much of the literature surrounding these texts centers around the question of whether they are 

more accurately described as translations or original works.6 The nature of modern scholarship 

biases all study in favor of originality. Critical interest in these texts is formulated upon an 

interest in Alfred himself, which can frequently lead critics to gloss over the unoriginality of 

Alfred’s writings, particularly the Boethius, which, along with the Soliloquies, show the greatest 

divergence from its source text. As a corrective to this bias, recent critical response focuses on 

extratextual sources for variance from the Latin, such as glosses and commentaries, as well as 

simple cultural explanations for many of the discrepancies in the translation.7 

                                                 
5 Indeed, the development of a vernacular literature is perhaps the most remarkable thing about Alfred’s reign, 
especially as it was not a part of Charlemagne’s educational reforms a century earlier. See Janet Nelson, “Wealth 
and Wisdom: The Politics of Alfred the Great,” in Kings and Kingship, ed. Joel T. Rosenthal (Binghamton: Center 
for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, State University of New York, 1986): 31-52; Janet Bately, “Old 
English Prose,” and “The Nature of Old English Prose,” in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, 
ed. Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 71; Patrick Wormald, 
“Anglo-Saxon Society and its Literature,” in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, ed. Malcolm 
Godden and Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1991): 1-22; Stanley B. Greenfield and Daniel 
G. Calder, “The Alfredian Translations and Related Ninth-Century Texts,” in A New Critical History of Old English 
Literature (New York: New York Univ. Press, 1986). Jennifer Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter as a Source of 
Learning in England in the Ninth Century,” Studies in Earlier Old English Prose, ed. Paul Szarmach (Albany: State 
Univ. of New York Press, 1986): 87-107 cites precedent for English literature in the vernacular, and claims that 
English was the obvious choice for Alfred’s purpose even without ascribing a political agenda to his translation 
program. 
6 Greenfield and Calder, “Alfredian Translations,” 39. Janet Bately, “The Literary Prose of King Alfred’s Reign: 
Translation or Transformation?,” Inaugural Lecture in the Chair of English Language and Medieval Literature 
delivered at University of London King’s College on March 4, 1980 (Repr. as OEN Subsidia 10, 1984) asserts the 
“independence and originality” of Alfred’s writings so that they will not be “summarily dismissed” as translation. 
7 Diane Bolton, “The Study of the Consolation of Philosophy in Anglo-Saxon England,” Archives d’histoire et 
litteraire du moyen age 44 (1977): 33-78; Whitney Bolton, “How Boethian is Alfred’s Boethius?” in Studies in 
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 There is another bias at work in this case that is far more pervasive than the preference 

for originality, and that is the assumption that Alfred’s writings are literary rather than political 

documents. Alfred’s descriptions of his own motives for translating are certainly complex, but 

the general theme is clear nonetheless: the spread of wisdom is a performance of Christian duty. 

This interpretation is in keeping with the nature of the translated texts, which are primarily works 

of theology and church history. Traditionally, critics have not seriously questioned Alfred’s 

motives. While few suggest that Alfred’s motives are as selfless and straightforward as he 

describes them, and nearly all now assume a political interest in Alfred’s writing, the 

fundamental critical assumption remains that these texts are the honest and personal expressions 

of one man’s world view, as influenced by the other texts with which he interacts.8 My purpose 

in writing is to provide an alternative reading based on a fundamentally different assumption: 

that Alfred was a skilled political leader engaged throughout his career in the creation and spread 

of propaganda, written in support of his personal interests. 9  

                                                                                                                                                             
Earlier Old English Prose, ed. Paul Szarmach (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986): 153-168; Joseph 
Wittig, “King Alfred’s ‘Boethius’ and its Latin Sources: a reconsideration,” Anglo-Saxon England 11 (1983): 157-
198.  
8 This is the perspective of F. Anne Payne, King Alfred and Boethius: An Analysis of the Old English Version of the 
Consolation of Philosophy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1968); Katherine Proppe, “King Alfred’s 
Consolation of Philosophy,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 74 (1973): 635-648 criticizes Payne’s work but does not 
question her most basic assumptions. A similar view is held by Greenfield and Calder, “Alfredian Translations”; 
Malcolm Godden, “King Alfred’s Boethius,” Boethius: His Life, Thought, and Influence, ed. Margaret Gibson 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1981): 419-424. 
9 Scholars have traditionally been squeamish about using the term ‘propaganda’ in relation to Alfred. Nicole 
Guenther Discenza, “Alfred’s Cræft of Translation: The Old English Boethius,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Notre Dame, 1996 says that Alfred’s idea of cræft “serves to advance his own political goals, both his program of 
translation and education and his desire to keep the kingdom, and his own place at its head, secure. It is easy to view 
this cynically, but scholars should not allow the discovery of these effects to reduce the Boethius to a mere piece of 
propaganda,” (85-86). Allen Frantzen, King Alfred (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986) also acknowledges the 
usefulness of Alfred’s translations as propaganda, but does not elaborate on the impact of their political function on 
literary interpretation. Two other articles by Discenza (“Wealth and Wisdom: Symbolic Capital and the Ruler in the 
Translational Program of Alfred the Great,” Exemplaria: A Journal of Theory in Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 
13/2(2001): 433-467; and “Alfred’s Verse Preface to the Pastoral Care and the Chain of Authority,” Neophilologus 
85 (2001): 625-633) do address the political implications of Alfred’s educational program directly, but these, along 
with Janet Nelson’s excellent study, “Wealth and Wisdom,” do so in predominantly economic terms. Greenfield and 
Calder, “Alfredian,” attempt to explain away a perceived political manipulation of Alfred’s regarding the issue of 
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 A politicized reading of the Alfredian translations does not necessarily discredit other 

modes of interpretation. There is little room to doubt that, whatever his political motives, Alfred 

was unusually pious, and that he loved literature, particularly English poems, for their own 

sake.10 Certainly all of his actions and writings must be understood in the context of his personal 

beliefs and interests. It is likely that multiple distinct motives are working in tandem, as Alfred’s 

literary and political interests support each other. However, it is impossible to understand the 

literary implications of these texts without first examining how they fit into the political structure 

of the time in which they were written. Furthermore, the politicized reading of Alfred’s writings 

provides the necessary key to understanding their generic identity, as it becomes clear that Alfred 

used the intersection of originality and translation to reinforce and extend his personal 

authority.11  

 The purpose of the present study is to trace Alfred’s political motives through all aspects 

of his translation program. The first chapter will provide a careful reading of the preface to 

Pastoral Care to show the extent to which Alfred’s literary projects are politically motivated 

from their conception. The second will examine one of Alfred’s translations in more detail, the 

Boethius, to show how the texts themselves support Alfred’s political agenda. The final chapter 

will show how Alfred used the act of translation itself to reinforce his own legitimacy through 

psychological manipulation of the reader. 

 
his childhood papal consecration: “Some see in such confusions a later attempt by Alfred to slant history and 
influence his biographer for political (though honorable) ends; others deny any such propagandistic motive,” (39-
40). 
10 See Asser, chap. 22-25. 
11 This has been remarked upon already. See Kathleen Davis, “The Performance of Translation Theory in King 
Alfred’s National Literacy Program,” in Manuscript, Narrative, Lexicon, ed. Robert Boenig and Kathleen Davis 
(Lewisville, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2000): 149-170 and David Lopez, “Translation and Tradition: Reading 
the Consolation of Philosophy through King Alfred’s Boethius,” in The Politics of Translation in the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance, ed. Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Luise von Flotow, and Daniel Russell (Ottawa: University of 
Ottawa Press, 2001): 69-84. 



CHAPTER 2 

PROPAGANDA AND LITERACY: THE CREATION OF NATIONAL  
IDENTITY IN THE PREFACE TO PASTORAL CARE 

 
 In the preface to Pastoral Care Alfred writes to his bishops explaining the need for a 

renewed focus on wisdom. He outlines a plan by which young noblemen will be trained to read 

English, and proposes to translate certain books from Latin into English so these new readers 

will have something to read. While this text is one of the most carefully analyzed in the Old 

English canon, scholars have tended to take it too much at face value.1 Despite its apparent 

simplicity and consistently religious terminology, a closer inspection reveals that the preface is 

more concerned with power than wisdom.2 

 Through a combination of misleading information and inapt metaphors, Alfred depicts an 

inaccurate representation of history that serves to reinforce his dominance over the clergy. He 

then uses the authority he has constructed for himself, as well as appeals to the necessity of 

religious devotion, to gain support for his primarily secular translation and educational projects. 

My purpose here is to show that Alfred’s literary translations from their conception are political 

tools designed to influence the thoughts and actions of his readers. More specifically, it is the 

entire translation project, rather than the individual documents, that plays this role. Alfred’s 

message is not merely politically motivated; it is psychologically manipulative and deceptive. 

                                                 
1 This perspective is best described by Bernard Huppé, who writes of the preface: “The image of one of the great 
men in history shines through it: Alfred’s intelligence, his humanity, his patience in adversity, his compelling vision 
of a peaceful, literate society, his persuasive power and capacity to evoke the desire to make dreams come true,” 
“Alfred and Ælfric: A Study of Two Prefaces,” in The Old English Homily and its Backgrounds, ed. Huppé and Paul 
Szarmach (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1978): 119-137. A similar position is held by Janet Bately, 
“Those Books that Are Most Necessary for All Men to Know: The Classics and Late Ninth-Century England: A 
Reappraisal,” in The Classics in the Middle Ages, ed. Aldo S. Bernardo and Saul Levin (Binghamton, NY: Medieval 
and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1990): 45-78; Helmut Gneuss, “King Alfred and the History of Anglo-Saxon 
Libraries,” in Modes of Interpretation in Old English Literature, ed. Phyllis Rugg Brown, et al. (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1986): 29-49.  
2 See Davis, “Translation Theory,” Discenza, “Wealth and Wisdom,” Frantzen, King Alfred, Greenfield and Calder, 
“Alfredian Translations,” Seth Lerer, Literacy and Power in Anglo-Saxon England (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1991); Wormald, “Anglo-Saxon Society.” 
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The preface is instrumental in establishing the basis for the translations, and so it is here that any 

study of their political implications must begin. 

 Alfred’s preface presents a series of contradictions which its internal logic does not 

resolve. The king, rather than the church, is the supreme authority in the land, yet the military 

weakness of the kingdom is attributed to clerical negligence. He claims that many people, though 

ignorant of Latin, could read things written in English, yet must outline a program to teach his 

people to read English. As justification for his translation program, he cites examples of Biblical 

works being translated into other languages, yet never once suggests that the translation of 

scripture is a priority. His tone is one of quiet command, ever deferring to authorities for advice, 

yet telling those authorities what advice to give. He describes kings of the past as being far more 

powerful than recorded history would indicate, only to point out their shortcomings: faults which 

he will now correct. He acknowledges geographical expansion as an ideal, and pairs his history 

lesson with a repetition of the phrase “geond Angel-kynn” [throughout England]3, creating in the 

mind of the reader a sense of English unity that never existed. In his insistence on creating a 

vernacular literature, he conveniently overlooks the difficulties of translation in favor of the ease 

of teaching his people to read a language they already speak. This move allows Alfred to create a 

powerful new social class, a secular literary intelligentsia, a class which is entirely devoted to the 

king for its existence, and whose ideas and literary training have been shaped by Alfred himself. 

Yet in all of this there is nothing that feels revolutionary. Alfred is humble, modest, and 

encouraging. Rather than drafting a new program of sweeping educational and political reform, 

he makes every change seem obvious, as though he did nothing more than gently guide the 

course of history along its inevitable path. 

                                                 
3 Pastoral Care, 2-6.  
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 The preface begins with an idealized representation of English history. The reason that 

the present day does not live up to this glorious past, Alfred tells us, is the failure of the clergy to 

continue their study of Latin.4 The language of the preface frames the problem in terms of the 

propagation of wisdom, but careful analysis reveals that the preface is more concerned with the 

dynamics of power. Alfred clearly articulates how the king, and not the church, is the supreme 

authority in the land, but his methods of doing so are largely indirect. On the surface, Alfred 

praises the religious orders extensively, but his version of history makes it clear that it is the 

clergy, and not the monarchy, that is responsible for all political and social ills, which he depicts 

as being brought on by the decline of wisdom. It falls to Alfred, the king, to remedy this problem 

by taking the clergy in hand and correcting their faults. 

 Alfred’s description of earlier English kings defines them principally in terms of their 

authority: 

7 ðe kyðan hate þæt me com suiðe oft on gemynd, hwelce wutan gio wæron geond 
Angelkynn, ægðer ge godcundra hada ge woruldcundra; 7 hu gesæliglica tida þa wæron 
geond Angelcynn; 7 hu þa kyningas þe ðone anwald hæfdon ðæs folces Gode 7 his 
ærendwrecum hirsumedon; 7 hu hi ægðer ge hiora sibbe ge hiora sido ge hiora anwald 
innanbordes gehioldon, 7 eac ut hiora oeðel rymdon; 7 hu him ða speow ægðer ge mid 
wige ge mid wisdome.5 
 
[And I would make it known that to me it has come often to mind what men of learning 
there once were throughout England, both in religious and secular orders; and what happy 
times there were throughout England; and how the kings that had power over this people 
obeyed God and his messengers; and how they held peace, morality, and authority in 

                                                 
4A letter written to Alfred from Fulco, Archbishop of Rheims, in 886 touches on the same theme: “Accordingly, I 
beseech heavenly mercy with ceaseless prayers in order that He who anticipates and kindles your heart to this end 
may make you get your wish, fulfilling your intention in good measure whereby in your time peace may be 
increased for your kingdom and people, and likewise in order that the ecclesiastical order (which in many respects, 
as you say, has fallen into ruin, whether by the frequent invasion and onslaught of Vikings, or through decrepitude, 
or through the carelessness of its bishops or the ignorance of those subject to them) may through your diligence and 
industry be reformed, improved and extended as quickly as possible,” Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge, trans., 
Alfred the Great: Asser’s Life of King Alfred and Other Contemporary Sources (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 
England: Penguin Books, 1983), 182-183. 
5 Pastoral Care, 2. 
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their own lands, and also extended their territory outside; and how they succeeded both in 
warfare and in wisdom.] 

 
Every part of this description reiterates the kings’ authority. They have anwald ‘authority’ over 

the people; they maintain peace, morality, and authority at home—thus, they have authority not 

merely over the public actions of their people but over their private morality. They extend their 

territory outside, thus spreading their anwald into new regions. Finally, they succeed in warfare, 

which is to say they have authority over their enemies, and in wisdom. 

 The linking of warfare and wisdom utilizes the euphony of the linguistic pair to suggest 

an anology which reinforces the reader’s perception of Alfred’s spiritual authority. Warfare is the 

natural provenance of the king, but wisdom is much more closely associated with the church. 

While there are many examples of kings who were famed for their wisdom as well as their 

military prowess, the most familiar of them all, to modern as well as medieval readers, is King 

Solomon.6 Certainly Alfred stands to benefit from any implicit comparison to Solomon, but the 

connection here is particularly apt for Alfred’s immediate purpose. Solomon is most known for 

building the first temple of Jerusalem and for being the ancestor of Christ, thus making him the 

literal as well as spiritual progenitor of the church. The analogy brought most forcefully to mind 

by Alfred’s wording is of a king who has anwald over religious as well as secular matters.7 

While he does state that these kings, who had anwald over everything else, “Gode 7 his 

ærendwrecum hirsumedon” [obeyed God and his messengers], this leads directly to the 

                                                 
6 Asser makes this comparison explicit in chap. 76: “in hoc pium et opinatissimum atque opulentissimum 
Salomenem Hebraeorum regem aequiparans, qui primitus, despecta omni praesenti gloria et divitiis, sapientiam a 
Deo deposcit, et etiam utramque invenit, sapientiam scilicet et praesentem gloriam.’” [In this he resembled the 
pious, most renowned, and most wealthy Solomon, King of the Hebrews, who once, looking down on all earthly 
honor, renown and wealth, asked for wisdom from God, and thereby found both, namely, wisdom and earthly 
renown.] 
7 Discenza makes a similar claim in “Chain of Authority.”  
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interpretation that the exercise of kingly authority is thus synonymous with humble obedience to 

the will of God.  

 Alfred praises the religious orders of the past as well as the kings, but his description of 

their virtues leads directly into the tale of how these gesælig tide ‘happy times’ have declined to 

the present state. Alfred says of the clergy  

7 eac ða godcundan hadas hu georne hie wæron ægðer ge ymb lare ge ymb  leornunga, 7 
ymb ealle þa ðeowutdomas þe hie Gode don sceoldon; 7 hu mon utanbordes wisdom 7 
lare hider on lond sohte, 7 hu we hi nu sceoldon ute begietan gif we hie habban 
sceoldon.8  
  
[And also the religious orders, how eager they were in teaching and in learning, and in all 
the holy services which they must do for God; and how men sought wisdom and learning 
in this country, and how we now must look outside if we would have these things.] 

 
Alfred’s religious orders are defined by service, as his kings are by authority. The description of 

them as eager in teaching and in learning pales next to the kings who “speow…mid wisdome” 

[succeeded… in wisdom], even though the study of wisdom more rightly belongs to the church 

than the kings. Furthermore, the descent from this happy state to the present day is tied up in the 

decline of learning, which is, or ought to have been, the responsibility of the clergy. Alfred says: 

Swa clæne hio wæs oðfeallen nu on Angelkynne ðætte swiðe heawe wæron behionan 
Humbre þe hiora ðenunga cuðen understandan on Englisc, oððe furðum ærendgewrit of 
Lædene on Englisc areccan; 7 ic wene ðætte nauht monige begeondan Humbre næren.9 
 
[So complete was the decline in England that there were very few on this side of the 
Humber who could understand the services in English, or even turn one letter of Latin 
into English, and I think that there were not many beyond the Humber either.] 
 

These ignorant priests who cannot read Latin are among those to whom Alfred is writing. 

 The placement of blame that the preface establishes allows Alfred to assert his authority 

over the clergy of the past as well as the present. There is no specific indicator in the Preface that 

                                                 
8 Pastoral Care, 3. 
9 ibid, 3. 
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Alfred expects his readers to know Latin.10 The verse preface to Pastoral Care says explicitly 

that many of the bishops did not. He urges his readers to apply their God-given wisdom, but does 

not specify whether they should be focused on teaching others or themselves. Later, Alfred 

proposes a series of translations of literary texts, and while it might at first appear from this 

passage that he is urging the bishops to assist him in that translation, in actuality he is only 

asking for their acceptance for his projects, and those of his closest associates:  

Forðy me ðyncð betre, gif iow swa ðyncð, þæt we eac suma bec, ða þe nidbeðyrfesta sien 
eallum monnum to witanne, þæt we þa on ðæt geðeode wenden þe we ealle gecnawan 
mægen. 11   
 
[Therefore it seems better to me, if it seems so to you, that we take some books, those 
that are the most needful for all men to know, and that we turn them into the language 
that we all can understand.] 
 

The plural pronouns should not be understood literally. The context immediately following a 

description of how all Christian peoples translated some or all of the Bible into their own 

languages suggests that ‘we’ here refers to the English people, not any particular individuals. 

Certainly some of his bishops knew Latin, most notably those mentioned by name in the preface 

as his helpers, but the vast majority of them could not, or they would have no need of the English 

translation accompanying the preface. Further, the inclusion of Alfred’s own teachers among his 

audience downplays their own educational accomplishments, which were surely much greater 

than the king’s own. By grouping the bishops together, but directing his words to the least 

educated among them, Alfred asserts his intellectual authority over them all.12  

                                                 
10 Discenza, The King’s English: Strategies of Translation in the Old English Boethius (New York: State University 
of New York Press, 2005): 13-29. 
11Pastoral Care, 6. 
12 Donna Schlosser, “Cynewulf the Poet, Alfred the King, and the Nature of Anglo-Saxon Duty,” Comitatus: A 
Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2000 (31): 15-37 points out that many of these bishops could be the 
very ones whom Alfred accuses of “not setting their minds to the track,” thus making his accusations all the more 
applicable. 
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 In addition to the manipulation of hierarchy established by the rhetoric of the preface, 

Alfred asserts his authority over the clergy through the fact of his translation of Pastoral Care. In 

this he takes on the role of Pope Gregory enjoining his bishops to devote themselves to teaching. 

Besides the symbolic authority Alfred acquires by identifying himself with Gregory, by issuing a 

guidebook to his clergy he inserts himself at the very top of church hierarchy. The ignorance of 

Alfred’s clergy gives Alfred himself, through his superior wisdom, anwald over the clergy. Thus 

the problem Alfred has described, the decline of wisdom and all social repercussions, is the fault 

of the clergy, present as well as past, but will be corrected by Alfred himself. In doing this Alfred 

reinvents the social hierarchy with the king clearly at its head. 

 That the king is of higher rank than the clergy was by no means universally 

acknowledged. Certainly they operated in separate spheres of power, but power struggles 

frequently strained their relationships. Archbishop Hincmar told King Charles the Bald in 860, 

“You have not created me Archbishop of Rheims, but I, together with my colleagues, have 

elected you to the government of the kingdom, on condition that you observe the laws.”13 This 

claim, intended to combat the increased power of the monarch, is drawn from church teaching 

that the king must be subordinate to the church.14 While no Christian king would argue that his 

authority was greater than that of God, the precise hierarchy of the king and clergy was never 

stable or well defined.15 

 Alfred’s own law code provides further support for his insistence on increasing his 

                                                 
13 Reinhard Bendix, “Sacred and Secular Foundations of Kingship,” in Kings or People (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978): 33; Peter McKeon, “Hincmar of Laon and Carolingian Politics,” Speculum 55 (1980): 149-
150. 
14 See for instance St. Ambrose (340?-397?), bishop of Milan: “The emperor is within the church, not above it,” 
Bendix, 31.  
15 Indeed, the relative position of Eastern and Western kings was such that Pope Gregory I (590-603) addressed the 
Byzantine Emperor as “Lord Emperor” and western kings as “Dearest Sons.” Bendix, 31. 
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authority over the clergy. The laws of Ine, from which Alfred’s own laws are in part derived, 

proscribes an equal fine for breaking into the residence of a king or a bishop.16 Alfred revises 

these figures so that the fine for breaking into the residence of a king is greater than that of an 

archbishop, and twice that of an ordinary bishop.17 Significantly, the difference in the two fines 

was created by lowering the fine for crimes perpetrated against a bishop, so the alteration cannot 

be attributed to inflation. While it is not possible to ascribe a clear motive to the change, the 

difference is nonetheless consistent with the hierarchy described in the preface. 

 Subordinating the role of the clergy to that of the king has huge consequences for the 

political message of the preface. Alfred creates for himself the illusion of a privileged 

relationship with God. He is outside of traditional church hierarchy, and the clergy, at least in 

England, is entirely dependent upon him. His almost excessive piety stresses the uniqueness of 

this relationship, a theme which Asser develops at great length. According to Asser, Alfred 

learns to read through divine intervention; he is struck with, and cured from, diseases in answer 

to his prayers; he founds monasteries; he vows to devote half of all his personal resources to 

God, and goes to elaborate lengths to ensure this vow is carried out to the letter.18 The 

implications of this special relationship are enormous. To the extent that this idea would have 

been internalized by the people, Alfred’s own anwald would have increased dramatically, far 

beyond that of any of the kings of the past he describes in the preface. This is particularly 

important at a time when few political institutions were stable, and the legitimacy of any 

                                                 
16 The fine for either offence was 120 shillings in Ine’s law. See F.L. Attenborough, The Laws of the Earliest 
English Kings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922): 50. 
17 The fine for breaking into a king’s residence remained 120 shillings in Alfred’s law, but the penalties for related 
crimes against an archbishop and bishop were lowered to 90 and 60 shillings respectively. Attenborough, 83. 
18 Asser’s attestations of Alfred’s piety are many. In his text, Alfred is given a piece of the true cross by Pope 
Marinus (chap. 71), he miraculously begins to read Latin in Asser’s presence (chap. 88), he founds monestaries 
(chap. 93 and 98); for his vow to dedicate to God half of his possessions see chap. 99-105. Alfred’s diseases (chap. 
74) have proved troubling to modern readers. For a discussion of them, see Janet Nelson, “Wealth and Wisdom.”  
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particular ruler was always a subject of debate.19 

 Even while stressing and exaggerating his own authority, Alfred is careful in the preface 

to displace blame for social problems, most specifically the Viking attacks with which Alfred 

was plagued throughout his reign, onto the clergy and away from the kings, whose weakness in 

allowing the situation to exist casts a shadow on Alfred’s reign by his connection to them.20 

Although the kings succeeded in wisdom, it is the religious orders that are primarily responsible 

for “lare ge ymb leornunga” [teaching and learning]21, and it is on the absence of teachers that 

Alfred pins all responsibility for current social ills: “Geðenc hwelc witu us þa becomon for ðisse 

worulde, þa þa we hit nohwæðær ne selfe ne lufedon ne eac oðrum monnum ne lifdon” 

[Remember what punishments befell us in this world when we did not cherish learning, nor pass 

it on to other men.]22 The emphasis on teaching places blame with the religious orders, not the 

kingship. Alfred denies responsibility for the decline of wisdom, as teaching is the natural 

provenance of the clergy, and simultaneously displaces blame for Viking raids away from the 

monarchy by attributing it to divine punishment of clerical negligence.23  

 In this Alfred is not merely exaggerating the deeds of his predecessors, but is engaged in 

active manipulation of the minds of his readers. A more rational interpretation of the events 

Alfred describes would infer that the witu ‘punishment,’ presumably the Viking raids he 

references immediately after this, was the result of the inability of the kings to defend their 

                                                 
19 For a summary of the political instability of ninth century England, see Wormald, “Anglo-Saxon Society,” and 
Wormald, “The Ninth Century,” in The Anglo-Saxons, 132-159; also Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, 11-26.  
20 For the interpretation of ‘punishment’ as Viking attacks, see Gernot Wieland, “Ge mid Wige ge mid Wisdome: 
Alfred’s Double-Edged Sword,” in From Arabye to Engelond: Medieval Studies in Honour of Mahmoud 
Manzalaoui, ed. A.E. Christa Canitz and Gernot Wieland (Ottowa: University of Ottowa Press, 2000): 217-228; 
Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter,” 90. 
21 Pastoral Care, 2. 
22 Pastoral Care, 4.  
23 Wormald, “Anglo-Saxon Society,” 16. 
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kingdoms successfully. The failure for which England was punished was thus military rather 

than religious. The language of divine retribution for the sins of a society is so commonplace that 

Alfred’s use of it here seems quite natural. In essence, Alfred has redirected causality such that 

the invasion and near annihilation of his kingdom had nothing to do with the kings’ defenses, but 

was God’s punishment for the clergy forgetting Latin. This strategy circumvents any perception 

of weakness in Alfred or his forbears, instead depicting him as the spiritual as well as military 

savior of his people, one who indeed succeeded both in wige and wisdome, where the clergy so 

conspicuously failed. 

 The timetable of destruction that Alfred outlines in the preface reinforces the placement 

of blame he establishes. The destruction wrought by the Viking attacks was purely incidental. 

The real damage had already been done. The kings were not to blame for the Viking raids, but 

neither were the Vikings responsible for the decline of learning. Alfred is careful to point out that 

this decline was already complete before the great devastation of the 860s and 870s.24 The 

function of the Viking attacks in the preface is to provide, by way of analogy, a more immediate 

parallel for the decline of wisdom which, when paired with the recent memory of such large-

scale destruction, acquires a sense of urgency it would not otherwise possess.  

 Alfred’s version of history is misleading on several levels. Perhaps its most prominent 

                                                 
24 “Ða ic þa ðis eall gemunde ða gemunde ic eac hu ic geseah, ærþæmþe hit eall forheregod wære 7 forbærned, hu 
þa cirican geond eall Angelkynn stodon maðma 7 boca gefylda 7 eac micel menigu Godes ðeowa 7 þa swiðe lytle 
feorme ðara boca wiston, forþæmþe hie heora nan wuht ongietan ne meahton, forþæmþe hie næron on hiora ægen 
geðeode awritene,” [When I remembered all this and I remembered how I saw, before everything was ransacked and 
burnt, how the churches throughout all England stood filled with treasures and books and also how many men 
served God and how little knowledge of the books they had, because they could in no way understand them, because 
they were not written in their own language.] Pastoral Care, 4, emphasis mine. Gneuss, “History of Anglo-Saxon 
Libraries,” 29-49 argues that Alfred’s version of history is exaggerated and misleading, particularly in terms of the 
false association of the decline in learning with the Viking attacks, but that the preface is nevertheless not 
propaganda. For a description of Anglo-Saxon scholarship in the centuries before Alfred, see Patrizia Lendinara, 
“The World of Anglo-Saxon Learning,” in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, ed. Malcolm 
Godden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 264-281. 
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feature is its sweeping generalizations, often a hallmark of propaganda.25 Alfred’s description of 

former kings is alarmingly non-specific, and this lack of specificity is uncharacteristic of his 

writing in general. He describes kings of the past, presumably his own ancestors, without 

providing a single name, date or physical reference point. Elsewhere he is much more detailed. 

Compare this passage with the reference in his law code to: “on Ines dæge, mines mæges, oððe 

on Offan Mercna cyninges oððe on Æþelbryhtes, þe ærest fulluhte onfeng on Angelcynne” [in 

Ine’s day, my kinsman, or of Offa, king of the Mercians, or of Æthelberht, who first among the 

English people received baptism.]26 In this instance, Alfred proudly flaunts his connection to 

distinguished kings of the past, which makes the absence of that explicit connection conspicuous 

in the preface. One explanation for this lack of specificity is that Alfred’s vision of Anglo-Saxon 

kingship is largely imaginary. By exaggerating the accomplishments of his predecessors, he 

creates a historical foundation on which to base his own power and authority. While many earlier 

kings embodied one or more of the qualities Alfred describes, none of them entirely live up to 

this ideal. 

 The national history Alfred inherited, what he describes as gesælig tide ‘happy times’ 

was one of fierce competition between kingdoms, and dynastic squabbles within. Historically, 

the English kings to whom Alfred’s description most closely applies are Offa, King of Mercia (r. 

757-796), and Egbert, King of Wessex (r. 802-839).27 Offa was easily the most powerful 

Mercian king, and his control stretched into East Anglia, Kent, Sussex, Wessex, and Wales; 

                                                 
25 Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter,” 90, says of this passage, “Alfred makes such generalizations of such a magnitude 
that they inevitably strain belief.” 
26 Attenborough, 63. Discenza, The King’s English, 18 also discusses the importance Alfred places on historical 
names. 
27 For this history, see Wormald, “The Ninth Century” and A-SC 757-839. For Alfred’s debt to Alcuin, see Bolton, 
“Consolation in Anglo-Saxon England,” and Paul Szarmach, “Alfred, Alcuin, and the Soul,” in Manuscript, 
Narrative, Lexicon: Essays on Literary and Cultural Transmission in honour of Whitney F. Bolton, ed. Robert 
Boenig and Kathleen Davis (Pennsylvania: Bucknell University Press, 2000): 127-148. 
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Charlemagne called Offa his brother, and wrote to him to discuss trade as an equal. During 

Offa’s reign the Northumbrian scholar Alcuin became a central figure in the Carolingian 

Renaissance. It was likely to Alcuin that Alfred referred when he said that “mon utanbordes 

wisdom 7 lare hider on lond sohte” [people from other lands sought wisdom and instruction in 

this country.]28 Mercia’s dominance over England came to an end with Offa’s death, and gave 

way to the ascendancy of Wessex under Egbert, Alfred’s grandfather.29 Egbert was 

tremendously powerful, but even his accomplishments did not live up to the language Alfre

uses in the preface. Egbert was a distant relative of King Beorhtric of Wessex (r. 786-802), 

Offa’s son-in-law, who gave allegiance to Offa. Egbert was an exile on the continent under 

Charlemagne’s protection, but returned to England on Beorhtric’s death in 802 to install him

as King of Wessex, now fully independent of Mercian control. After establishing his authority in

Wessex, Egbert conquered Mercia, Essex, and Northumbria. Egbert certainly extended his 

territory, but King Wiglaf (r. 825-840) regained control of Mercia in less than a year. Egbert 

certainly did not maintain peace either at home or abroad, considering the constant state of 

warfare during his reign. Alfred does not offer any of these names or details in the preface 

because his purpose is not to provide an accurate description of the past so much as to use this

nostalgic vision as an emotional appeal for a

d 

self 

 

 

 stronger kingship.30 

                                                

Alfred’s ‘golden age’ has a possible model in Bede’s description of the spread of Christianity by 

the Archbishop Theodore, but the almost total absence of kings in Bede’s narrative makes the 

comparison all the more striking. The one general reference to kingship, however, could have 

been taken from the preface itself:  

 
28 Pastoral Care, 2. 
29 Wormald, “The Ninth Century,” 132-157. 
30 Wieland, “Alfred’s Double-Edged Sword,” interprets the lack of detail in this passage as evidence that Alfred is 
less concerned with historical fact than with a Carolingian ideal. 
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Neque umquam prorsus, ex quo Brittaniam petierunt Angli, feliciora fuere tempora, dum 
et fortissimos Christianosque habentes reges cunctis  barbaris nationibus essent 
terrori, et omnium uota ad nuper audita caelestis regni gaudia penderent, et quicumque 
lectionibus sacris cuperent erudiri, haberent in promtu magistros qui docerent. 
 
[Never had there been such happy times since the English first came to Britain; for 
having such brave Christian kings, they were a terror to all the barbarian nations, and the 
desires of all men were set on the joys of the heavenly kingdom of which they had only 
lately heard; while all who wished for instruction in sacred studies had teachers ready to 
hand.]31  

 
By shifting the focus from Theodore onto the (unnamed) kings, Alfred reasserts his own model 

of power onto Bede’s, which makes this yet another example of Alfred’s forcing the clergy into 

submission before an all-powerful kingship. 

 Alfred’s vision of history is misleading on a far more basic level. The geographic sweep 

of the language of the preface throughout implies that earlier Anglo-Saxon kings ruled all of 

England, thus creating a precedent for Alfred’s own attempts at unification. The phrase “geond 

Angel-kynn” recurs five times in the preface.32 Alfred describes the state of learning south of the 

Thames (Wessex), south of the Humber (Mercia), and north of the Humber (Northumbria).33 

While he does not say that his forefathers ruled in all of these areas, he juxtaposes their memory 

with the “gesæliglica tida þa wæron geond Angelcynn” [happy times there were throughout 

England], and the “wutan gio wæron geond Angelkynn” [wise men there once were throughout 

England], thus creating in the mind of the reader a sense of a unified England that is far from 

accurate.34   

                                                 
31 Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. Bertram Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1969): bk. 4, chap. 2. 
32 “Geond Angel-kynn” [throughout England] occurs at lines 2.3, 2.4, 4.10 (“geond eall Angelkynn”), 4.20, and 
6.16, Pastoral Care.   
33 Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter,” 87-107 points out that the language Alfred uses in describing England’s past is 
pointedly vague, and argues that Alfred’s information about the state of learning in the past could be based on little 
more than guesswork.  
34 Discenza, The King’s English, 3-4. 
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 The former kings Alfred recalls in the opening of the preface are not his immediate 

predecessors, nor even the most powerful of the historical kings of Mercia and Wessex. They are 

bretwaldas ‘kings of Britain,’ a group of seven kings named by Bede as the most powerful kings 

in English history. The Chronicle adds Egbert to the end of Bede’s list.35 Bretwalda was a 

figurative title, applied mainly to those kings who had power on both sides of the Humber.36 Not 

one of them actually unified England to the extent implied by the term. However, Alfred’s 

borrowings from Bede in describing the ‘golden age’ forge a connection to these mythical 

‘super-kings’ who embody the ideal that the very language of the preface establishes.37  

 By evoking this highly charged language, Alfred reminds his readers of the bretwalda as 

the ideal king, and speaks throughout the preface in such a way as to suggest that he is himself a 

more perfect actualization of this ideal than any of his predecessors. He says that the kings of old 

“ða speow ægðer ge mid wige ge mid wisdome” [succeeded both in warfare and in wisdom]38 

even while pointing out that none of them translated books, as he himself is doing. Furthermore, 

by stressing the miserable state of learning at the time he came to power, he throws into sharp 

relief his own accomplishments in reviving that tradition.39  

 Alfred describes English as “ðæt geðeode…þe we ealle gecnawan mægen” [that language 

                                                 
35Bede 2.5 lists seven High Kings: Ælle of Sussex, Cælin of Wessex, Athelbert of Kent, Redwald of East Anglia, 
Edwin of Northumbria, Oswald of Northumbria, Oswy of Northumbria. A-SC 827 gives the same list, adding Egbert 
of Wessex to the end. See also F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1943), 33-34 which 
notes the curious omission in both Bede and the Chronicle of the Mercian kings Wulfhere and Æthelbald.  
36 Wormald, “The Age of Bede and Athelbald,” in The Anglo-Saxons, 99-100 skeptically presents archaeological 
evidence for the existence of an actual bretwalda. See also Wormald, “Bede, the Bretwaldas and the Origins of the 
gens Anglorium,” in Ideal and Reality: Studies in Anglo-Saxon and Frankish History Presented to J. M. Wallace-
Hadrill, ed. Patrick Wormald (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1983): 99-129.  
37 Oswy of Northumbria, one the bretwaldas, was one of the kings responsible for bringing Theodore to England in 
669, Alfred’s ‘golden age,’ Bede 4.2.  
38 Pastoral Care, 2. 
39 Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter” claims that Alfred deliberately exaggerates the decline of learning. 
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that we all can understand].40 The emphasis on the whole of England throughout the preface 

makes it clear that ‘we’ refers to all English people. The West-Saxons and Mercians were united 

by a common language even while they remained politically independent. As Alfred sought to 

bring these disparate kingdoms under one rule, he used the English language as a reminder of 

their common heritage.41 

 Thus far I have demonstrated that Alfred used the Preface to bolster his own image and to 

reinforce a particular social hierarchy. While even this is certainly deceptive, there is little in this 

of actual manipulation. In his proposal for the translation program, Alfred borrows the language 

of religious devotion in support of secular objectives, and he uses contradictory and misleading 

evidence to back up a logically flawed proposition. 

 In the second half of the preface, Alfred presents his proposal for translating books into 

English and then teaching his people how to read them. The language of religious devotion is 

inappropriately applied in this case to secular objectives. Alfred’s defense for his translation 

projects is based on anecdotal evidence that other societies translated the Bible into their own 

languages. This connection gives his own proposal the weight of precedence, as well as the 

importance of Christian duty, and yet his program is utterly unlike the others he compares it to. 

Nowhere, in the preface or outside of it, does Alfred ever suggest that anyone ought to translate 

the Bible into English.42 This contradiction highlights the greater deceptions at work in the 

                                                 
40 Pastoral Care, 6. 
41 Discenza, The King’s English, 28-29 says that Alfred’s use of the West-Saxon dialect for his translations claims 
Latin heritage for Wessex: “He fabricates a singular Anglo-Saxon culture where there were in fact multiple cultures 
and quietly subsumes that culture under the authority that he is establishing for himself.”  
42 The prose Psalms are generally attributed to Alfred, but it is assumed that this was the last of his translation 
projects. No other Biblical translations are known to have been attempted in the ninth century. Alfred’s authorship 
of the psalms is based originally on assertions by William of Malmesbury: J.A. Giles, William of Malmesbury’s 
Chronicle of the Kings of England (London: AMS Press, 1842): 120. For a modern analysis of this claim, see 
Dorothy Whitelock, “The Prose of Alfred’s Reign,” in Continuations and Begininnings: Studies in Old English 
Literature, ed. E.G. Stanley (London: Nelson, 1966): 89-93.  
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preface. While Alfred may use the language of religion to support his program, his real 

motivations lie elsewhere. 

 The need for a renewed focus on wisdom, and by inference on literacy, logically follows 

from the first part of the preface, but Alfred’s stated objectives are insufficient to justify his 

insistence on the development of a vernacular literature. If the purpose is ultimately the pursuit 

and transmission of wisdom, understood solely in a religious context, then anyone who wished to 

attain wisdom must ultimately learn Latin. Alfred himself admits this, when he says in the 

preface that “lære mon siððan furður on Lædengeðeode þa þe mon furðor læran wille 7 to 

hierran hade don wille” [we would then instruct further in Latin those whom we wished to 

promote to holy orders.]43 The creation of English literature does not nullify the need for Latin 

scholarship.  

 Alfred justifies his choice by saying that many people could still read English even 

though few could read Latin.44 This explanation contradicts his later statement that the young 

nobles should be taught “oð ðone first þe hie wel cunnen Englisc gewrit arædan” [until they can 

read English writings properly].45 However, there are many more people who cannot read at all, 

or Alfred would have no need to teach them. According to Asser, virtually none of the members 

of Alfred’s court or their children could read English.46 Certainly there were some who could, at 

least among the clergy, or there would be no one to read the preface itself. But it seems clear that 

Alfred’s primary audience, the aristocratic laity, was largely illiterate. The contradiction inherent 

                                                 
43Pastoral Care, 6. 
44 Preface to Pastoral Care, 6: “Đa ic þa gemunde hu sio lar Lædengeðeodes ær ðysum oðfeallen wæs geond 
Angelkynn, 7 ðeah monege cuðon Englisc gewrit arædan…” [When I remembered how the study of Latin had 
decayed throughout England, and yet many could still read English…]  
45 Pastoral Care, 6.  
46 Asser says that virtually none of the members of Alfred’s court or their children could read English. Asser, chap. 
106. 
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in this argument is itself a red herring. Ultimately it matters little whether most English people 

can read or not, because the greatest difficulties do not lie in teaching, but in supplying reading 

materials. The question of literacy distracts the reader from a far more difficult problem. When 

examined from this perspective, Latin is by far the obvious choice for the spread of wisdom. 

While it is certainly easier to teach students to read a language they already speak, this benefit 

must be set against the far greater difficulties in generating materials. 

 According to Alfred's own account there were virtually no books in English existing in 

England in the late ninth century.47 There were books in Latin.48 Instituting a national literacy 

program in English necessitated the undertaking of a vast translation program, so that Alfred's 

new readers would have something to read. Furthermore, this move to the vernacular would not 

nullify the need for Latin scholarship. Alfred says that those who were destined for holy orders 

would need to learn Latin.49 The liturgy is in Latin. All Biblical works are in Latin. Someone 

who could read English alone would be limited almost exclusively to the works Alfred himself 

translated or commissioned. One who could read Latin would have access to the vast wealth of 

Latin literature from the classical period onward. Certainly not many of these books were widely 

available at the time, but a project with the scope of Alfred's could have made many of them 

available. Copying is much easier than translating.  

 The absence of an extensive vernacular literature allowed Alfred to use English literacy 

to limit his readers to a set of carefully selected texts. This strategy gave him an enormous 
                                                 
47 Manuscript evidence does not contradict this statement. Gneuss, “History of Anglo-Saxon Libraries,” 35 says that 
the only English books existing at the time were the laws, English poems, and possibly the Old English 
Martyrology. For a comprehensive list of all English works before 900, see Bately, “Old English Prose,” 94. 
48 Morrish, “King Alfred’s Letter,” lists seventeen extant Latin manuscripts copied during the ninth century; the 
specialization of many of these manuscripts, Morrish claims, implies that there were other more general works in 
circulation that have not survived.  
49 Pastoral Care, 6: “lære mon siððan furður on Lædengeðeode þa þe mon furðor læran wille 7 to hierran hade don 
wille,” [let those men be taken further in the study of Latin that we wish to instruct further and so raise to a holy 
orders].  
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amount of control over the intellectual development of the ruling class, particularly insofar as his 

focus is on young men, who are likely to be more impressionable than adults.50 

 This control expresses itself in three distinct ways. First, Alfred controls choice of text. 

He has complete control to select which ideas his people are exposed to. Second is the mode of 

translation. Particularly in the books Alfred translated himself, he is able to alter the content of 

the books in support of his own agenda. Finally there is the fact of Alfred’s translation of the 

texts, which plays into one of the oldest and most pervasive images of Anglo-Saxon kings: the 

ring-giver.51 Through the equation of books and treasure, the texts are transformed from tools of 

political manipulation to symbolic wealth which Alfred bestows on his people. The metaphor of 

books as hoarded wealth is explicit in the preface itself, where Alfred says, “þa cirican geond eall 

Angelkynn stodon maðma 7 boca gefylda” [the churches throughout all England stood filled 

with treasures and books.]52 In this case the figurative wealth of the contents of the books is 

inextricably linked with their physical value, which is reinforced by Alfred’s enumeration of the 

value of the æstel that is to accompany each copy of Pastoral Care.53 

 Finally, Alfred exercises his control over his readers through rhetoric. Stylistically, 

Alfred’s tone distinguishes itself by its almost total absence of command. The only direct orders 

issued in the preface are in the formulaic command of greetings in the salutation: “Ælfred kyning 

hateð gretan … his wordum luflice 7 freondlice; 7 ðe kyðan hate þæt me com suiðe oft on 

                                                 
50 Wormald, “Anglo-Saxon Society,” 18-19 points out the administrative advantages to spreading English literacy. 
51 Nelson, “Wealth and Wisdom,” 36-41 treats the importance of gifts in Alfred’s economy. Discenza, “Wealth and 
Wisdom,” uses the work of Pierre Bordieu to explain how Alfred uses symbolic capital to apply an economic value 
on wisdom, thus making it into a kind of gift. 
52 Pastoral Care, 4. 
53 “on ælcre bið an æstel, se bið on fiftegum moncessa” [and in each [book] there is an æstel, worth fifty mancus], 
Pastoral Care, 6-7. The precise function of the æstel is unclear. Sweet takes if for a clasp; others have understood it 
to be a kind of pointer. For the possible identification of the æstel with the “Alfred Jewel,” see Keynes and Lapidge, 
Alfred the Great, 203-206. For further discussion of the æstel, see Bruce Harbert, “King Alfred’s Æstel,” Anglo-
Saxon England 3 (1974), 103-110; D.R. Howlett, “Alfred’s Æstel,” English Philological Studies 14 (1975), 65-74. 
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gemynd…” [Alfred the king commands greetings to … by his words lovingly and with 

friendship. And I command it also to be known that it has very often come to my mind…]54 

These two uses of the word kyðan ‘command’ establish the expectation of command which is 

largely unfulfilled in the preface. Elsewhere, Alfred’s tone is more collaborative than 

authoritative, as though the preface denies the existence of (and thus any possibility of resistance 

to) the very authority it seeks to create.  

 In seeking the bishops’ support for his project, Alfred suggests that his ideas are not 

original, but common to all: “Forðam ic ðe bebeode ðæt ðu doo swa ic gelife ðæt ðu wille…” 

[Therefore I command you to do as I believe that you are willing to do…]55 He uses the word 

“bebeode,” as though issuing an order, but then qualifies it by suggesting that his order coincides 

with the bishops’ preexisting desire. Later, when he outlines the translation program itself, he 

writes his readers’ acceptance of his plans into the text itself: “Forðy me ðyncð betre, gif iow 

swa ðyncð....” [Therefore it seems better to me, if it seems so to you…]56 By downplaying his 

own role in his reform, Alfred deflects any possible objections to it. He appears to defer to the 

bishops for advice, but in so doing he assumes that their recommendations would match his own. 

The illusion of his deference to their judgment distracts the reader from his more subtle 

maneuvers to enhance his own authority over them. 

 Throughout the preface, Alfred’s manipulation of the reader is subtle but consistent in its 

interpretation. His is the supreme authority in the land, but neither he nor his predecessors are 

responsible for the destruction, physical as well as intellectual, that has ravaged the kingdom. He 

re-envisions the social hierarchy, and imagines a world of secular learning the likes of which 

                                                 
54 Pastoral Care, 2. 
55 Pastoral Care, 4. Lerer compares Alfred’s “sly cajolings” here to Philosophy’s “appeal to [the prisoner’s] own 
limited vision and to his desire to follow only what seems most reasonable to him,” Literacy and Power, 81. 
56 ibid, 6. 
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England—indeed, Europe—has never known. He creates the illusion, however, that every 

change obvious and inevitable, and that he himself has done very little to bring it about. In light 

of this, the political themes of the preface are beyond dispute. It is a stunning piece of 

propaganda, in which Alfred manipulates his readers into accepting a revision of the established 

order, a rereading of history, and a new direction for the future without ever stating his objectives 

explicitly.  

 Establishing Alfred’s political motives does not deny the importance of the preface, or 

the Alfredian translations generally, in the Old English literary canon, nor does it necessarily 

threaten Alfred’s credibility. As Helmut Gneuss has pointed out, Alfred could hardly have gotten 

away with outright lies in a letter sent to every bishopric in the kingdom; a clear falsehood would 

be easily detected and could discredit the whole construction.57 The language of the preface is 

deceptive, buy not specifically untrue. Rather, it is in the analysis of historical facts, and the 

conclusions Alfred draws from them, that his manipulations of the truth lie.  

 Once the political motives of the preface have been established, it next falls to examine 

the political themes and messages of the translations themselves. It is beyond the scope of the 

present study to attempt an analysis of all four of Alfred’s translations, so I have chosen the 

Boethius as a representative work. The next chapter will comprise a reading of the political 

message of the Boethius, in which Alfred reinforces his own legitimacy, while using the 

intersection of wisdom and authority to establish his image as the ideal king. 

 
57 Gueuss, “History of Anglo-Saxon Libraries,” 40. 



CHAPTER 3 

PHILOSOPHY AND KINGSHIP: A DEFENSE OF POWER IN THE OE BOETHIUS 

 In the preceding chapter, I established that Alfred used English literacy to limit his 

readers to a set of carefully selected texts in order to increase power both for himself and for 

Wessex. The present chapter will explore how one of those texts, the OE Boethius, serves these 

goals by suggesting a realignment of the standards from which the legitimacy of kingship 

derives. In doing so he acknowledges the primary importance of popular support of the ruler. A 

king only has power when there are people who accept his authority, regardless of whether the 

psychological basis for that authority is respect for family line, fear of military strength, or, as 

Alfred proposes, acknowledgment of the superior virtues and abilities of the chosen leader, with 

particular emphasis on the leader’s wisdom.  

 The system of power that Alfred outlines in the Boethius has particular historical 

relevance. Alfred’s hereditary claim to the throne was hardly spotless. His own grandfather 

Egbert was only distantly related to his predecessor, Beorhtric.1 Alfred himself inherited the 

kingdom from his elder brother, who had sons of his own.2 While Alfred never conceals his 

lineage, in none of his own writings does he announce it as the source of his authority, although 

Asser and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle do so on his behalf.3 There is significant evidence that 

royal pedigree was a guiding factor in the selection of Anglo-Saxon kings, but actual practice 

                                                 
1 Patrick Wormald, “The Age of Offa and Alcuin,” in The Anglo-Saxons, 106.  
2 See Alfred’s will in Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, 173-178. 
3 A highly fictionalized Alfredian genealogy occurs at A-SC 855 and Asser chap. 1, both of which trace Alfred’s 
descent from Adam through a fourth son of Noah, and the Scandinavian god Woden. For a detailed study of 
Alfredian genealogy, see Kenneth Sisam, “Anglo-Saxon Royal Genealogies,” Proceedings of the British Academy 
(1953): 287-346; Hector Monroe Chadwick, The Origin of the English Nation (Washington, D.C.: Cliveden Press, 
1983). 
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placed more weight on military strength than kinship.4 The extreme instability of late ninth 

century England made claims of authority based on military prowess precarious. Wessex was 

nearly conquered in 878, and Alfred only achieved victory because his people freely chose to 

support their near-beaten king over the victorious Danes.5 The period of peace during which 

Alfred was writing was not stable enough to remove the daily threat of renewed invasion.  

 The aristocracy, whose support was most critical to Alfred’s military and political 

success, made up the primary audience of the Boethius.6 The preface to Pastoral Care identifies 

Alfred’s readers as “eal sio gioguð þe nu is on Angel kynne friora monna, þara þe þa speda 

hæbben þæt hie ðæm befeolan,” [all the young free men now in England, those that have the 

means to apply themselves to it].7 Asser describes Alfred’s students in similar terms: “cum 

omnibus pene totius regionis nobilibus infantibus et etiam multis ignobilibus,” [with all the nobly 

born children of almost the whole area, and also many of lesser birth].8 Alfred divides the entire 

population into three categories: gebedmen ‘praying-men,’ fyrdmen ‘fighting-men,’ and 

weorcmen ‘working-men.’9 Based on this division, virtually the entire readership of the Boethius 

would be classed as “fyrdmen.” If Alfred is to maintain authority over his kingdom, he must first 

create a strong military defense, and for this purpose he needs the support of the aristocrats far 

more than that of the peasants or clergy. 

 Of the four books Alfred translated, the Boethius most clearly addresses his need to 
                                                 
4 James Campbell, “The First Christian Kings,” in The Anglo-Saxons, 56. 
5 A-SC 878. 
6 Paul Anthony Booth, “King Alfred Versus Beowulf: The Re-Education of the Anglo-Saxon Aristocracy,” Bulletin 
of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 79 (1997): 41-66. 
7 Speda in this phrase can mean either material wealth or mental faculties, and the context supports either reading. 
Thus the phrase could read either “the ones who are rich enough” or “the ones who are smart enough.” My 
translation here follows Keynes and Lapidge, in selecting a modern English phrase that retains the ambiguity of the 
OE. 
8 Asser, chap. 75. 
9 Boethius, chap. 17. 
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secure the support of the nobility. The Psalms and Soliloquies are not political in terms of 

content, although they may still serve political objectives by reinforcing the image of Alfred as 

wise, pious, and virtuous. Pastoral Care and Boethius are both highly politicized texts, but 

Pastoral Care was written for the clergy rather than the laity, although in practice it may have 

enjoyed a wider audience.10 Boethius is therefore most useful in the present study because it 

alone of Alfred’s works addresses political theory to a lay audience.11 

 The Consolation of Philosophy is the most secular of the four books Alfred translated. It 

was written c. 524 by Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius, later canonized Saint Severinus, a 

Roman philosopher and former consul.12 His literary works include books on arithmetic, music, 

metaphysics, ethics, as well as translations of the works of Aristotle.13 Although he was a devout 

Christian, and composed a number of theological treatises, the Consolation is rooted almost 

exclusively in classical and neo-Platonic philosophy.14 Boethius was accused of conspiring to 

overthrow the Gothic King Theodoric in favor of the Eastern Emperor Justin. He was imprisoned 

and eventually executed for treason. During his imprisonment he composed the Consolation, his 

                                                 
10 Pastoral Care, 2, 8. Alfred had a copy of Pastoral Care made for every one of his bishops.  
11 Alfred’s use of propaganda was certainly not limited to the laity; however, an analysis of Alfred’s political 
relationship with the church is beyond the scope of the present study. See Nelson, “Wealth and Wisdom,” Discenza, 
“Chain of Authority,” and Wormald, “Anglo-Saxon Society.”  
12 Boethius, The Theological Tractates and The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Rand, and S. 
J. Tester, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1973) (hereafter cited as Consolation). 
13 Consolation, xi-xii. 
14 Lopez, “Translation and Tradition,” C. J. de Vogel, “The Problem of Philosophy and Christian Faith in Boethius’ 
Consolation,” in Romanitas et Christianitas, ed. W. den Boer (Amsterdam: North Holland, 1973): 357-370 provides 
a reception history of the Consolation based on the readers’ perceptions of Boethius’ Christianity. Scholars of the 
nineteenth century in particular often spoke of Alfred’s Boethius as if it were a Christianization of a Pagan text. 
Samuel Fox, one of the earliest editors of the Boethius, writes in his introduction: “There is much difficulty in 
deciding whether Boethius was a Christian or a devout heathen. Whatever he may have been, there is not in the 
original treatise any mention of the consolations which Christianity affords to the unfortunate. As is elsewhere 
stated, any allusions to the Christian religion which occur in the following pages, are introduced by King Alfred.” 
Samuel Fox, ed. King Alfred’s Anglo-Saxon Version of Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae (London: 1890), v.  
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last and greatest work.15  

 The Consolation is a prosimetrum dialogue between a prisoner, generally associated with 

the author, and Philosophy, a goddess-like figure who comforts him in his distress. Philosophy 

comforts by means of a series of lessons divided into five books that are designed to lead the 

prisoner to accept his fate. She teaches that the gifts of Fortune are not desirable because Fortune 

is fickle; her gifts are based on chance rather than merit. There can be no honor derived from 

unearned rewards which can be taken away again at a moment’s notice. After establishing that 

the instability of the gifts of Fortune makes them undesirable, she discusses each of the five 

worldly goods in more detail—wealth, honor, power, fame, and pleasure—and determines that 

none of these can bring happiness, and so ought not to be desired at all. True happiness can be 

found only in God, who unites all of these partial goods into one highest good. Next she proves 

that Fortune does not exist; nothing is left to chance, but all is governed by the strict laws of 

necessity. The fifth and most famous book comprises an argument for the coexistence of free 

will and divine foreknowledge. 

 Undoubtedly Boethius had several objectives in mind when he wrote the Consolation. 

The book stands as his last defense of his own life and actions, and it includes a lengthy rebuttal 

of the charges for which he was ultimately to be executed.16 Like the Theological Tractates, it is 

part of his ongoing attempt to reconcile faith and reason.17 He reasserts the existence of an 

                                                 
15 Stewart and Rand, “The Life of Boethius,” Consolation, xi-xv.  
16 Lopez, “Translation and Tradition,” 69. 
17 Boethius, “To John the Deacon: Whether Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are Substantially Predicated of the 
Divinity,” in Consolation, 36: “Haec si se recte et ex fide habent, ut me instruas peto; aut si aliqua re forte diversus 
es, diligentius intuere quae dicta sunt et fidem si poterit rationemque coniunge,” [If these things are correct and true 
in Faith, I beg you confirm me; or if you are in any point of diverse opinion, think carefully about what has been 
said, and if possible reconcile faith and reason.] 
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ordered universe in spite of the fact that innocent men can suffer for the crimes of the guilty.18 

Underlying all of these separate objectives is the highest truth Boethius aims at: through wisdom 

men can maintain courage in the face of overwhelming despair. 

 The OE Boethius is vastly different from the Latin Consolation in structure and content, 

but while these differences shift the focus of the text, they do not fundamentally alter the 

underlying philosophy.19 Alfred substitutes practical metaphors for many of Boethius’ 

abstractions. Combined with his preference for established authority over rational argument, this 

feature makes his text more didactic than the Consolation.20 Alfred is less severe than Boethius 

                                                 
18 Payne, King Alfred. Payne’s study centers on the idea that Boethius is principally concerned with the natural order 
of the universe, and that Alfred sees no such order, but rather is paralyzed by the dangers of human freedom. While 
Payne’s book has received much justified criticism, many of her ideas are generally accepted by scholars in a more 
moderate form. Her analysis is not inaccurate, but her stark generalizations do not account for the richness and 
complexity of this text. For a criticism of Payne, see Proppe, “King Alfred’s Consolation,” Bolton, “How 
Boethian?” Greenfield and Calder, “Alfredian Translations,” provide an analysis similar to Payne’s, but more 
sensitive to the nuances of the text and its context.  
19 The OE Boethius is almost twice as long as the Consolation, and yet omits huge sections of Boethius’ argument, 
including most of book five. Alfred either elaborates and extends Boethius’ historical allusions so they will be 
understandable to an audience not already familiar with that history, or removes them altogether. Janet Bately, 
“Books Most Necessary,” 45-78 provides the most thorough treatment of Alfred’s alteration of historical metaphors. 
The two participants in the dialogue are changed from “I” to “Mod” [Mind], “Ic” [I], or “Boetius” [Boethius], and 
from “Philosophy” to “Wisdome,” [Wisdom] or “Gesceadwisness” [Reason]. Olga Fisher, “A Comparative Study of 
the Philosophical Terms in the Alfredian and Chaucerian Boethius,” Neophilologus 63 (1979): 622-639 effectively 
discredits the idea that any of Alfred’s alterations in the text were due to linguistic limitations. Bately, “Literary 
Prose,” 13 points out that Alfred has a word for ‘philosopher’ (uðwita), and so could certainly have coined a term 
for ‘philosophy’ if he had so chosen. Therefore we must assume that the change from “Philosophy” to “Wisdom” is 
in some way deliberate. Kimberly Cook, “Philosophy’s Metamorphosis into Wisdom: An Explanation of King 
Alfred’s Re-Creation of the Central Symbol of The Consolation of Philosophy,” Journal of Evolutionary Psychology 
73 (August 1996): 177-185 asserts that “Alfred made a clear and deliberate choice to change Lady Philosophy into a 
male figure,” while ignoring the simple explanation of the grammatical gender of the Latin and Old English words. 
Catherine Warrick, “The Two Translators,” Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 1986 sees the variation in names 
for the two characters as evidence for multiple authorship of the Old English text. Malcolm Godden, “Anglo-Saxons 
on the Mind,” in Learning and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England: Studies Presented to Peter Clemoes on the 
Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Michael Lapidge and Helmut Gneuss (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985): 271-298 sees the influence of Alcuin in Alfred’s use of “Mod” as a character in the 
dialogue. While many of the nuances of meaning in the text are changed, these differences, extensive as they are, do 
not amount to a complete rejection on Alfred’s part of Boethian philosophy. 
20 Payne, King Alfred’s Boethius, asserts Alfred’s preference for authority over reason, as do Greenfield and Calder 
writing of Alfred’s alterations, “He may have replaced the logic of philosophical speculation with a zealous 
Christian dogmatism, but he did so deliberately,” in their “Alfredian Translations,” 48. 

 30



in his condemnation of material goods, but the difference is primarily one of emphasis.21 Both 

authors state that material things are good only in their use, not in their possession, and only in 

moderation. Because the OE text is more practical and less speculative than the Latin, the 

usefulness of material things is more heavily stressed in Alfred’s text, but his appraisal of 

worldly goods is little different from Boethius’. The five major points of Boethius’ argument 

remain essentially unaltered in Alfred’s translation: (1) temporal goods will not bring happiness; 

(2) God is the highest good; (3) everything happens as God has ordained; (4) God rewards the 

righteous and punishes the wicked; and (5) men have the freedom to do good or evil.22  

 Like the Latin text from which it is derived, the OE Boethius is a rich, complex text, and 

it would be a mistake to reduce it to any one interpretation, either of the text itself, or of Alfred’s 

motives for translating it. At present I am concerned with the political implications of the text, 

and so I will focus on a few key passages which provide a cohesive understanding of the 

necessary qualifications for kingship. Kingship is not the only theme with which the Boethius is 

concerned. However real the political motives behind this translation may be, there were other 

factors determining choice of text. Alfred’s primary motivator was probably personal preference. 

The Consolation was not widely known in England before Alfred’s time; its selection was hardly 

obvious.23 Alfred probably identified with the narrator, and may have felt that the text was 

particularly relevant to the time in which he was writing. Whatever the reasons for its selection, 

                                                 
21 Payne, King Alfred and Boethius, 62 speaks of Alfred having “rescued” earthly goods from Boethius’ 
condemnation. Bolton, “How Boethian?” takes the other extreme and says that Boethius never rejected earthly 
goods at all. Most scholars take a more moderate view; see Discenza, “Wealth and Wisdom,” 438, n. 16. 
22 These points are first articulated as follows: (1) bk 2, prose 4; (2) bk. 3, prose 10; (3) bk. 3, prose 12; and (4) bk. 
4, prose 1; (5) bk. 5, prose 2. Alfred makes the same points: (1) chap. 7; (2) chap. 24; (3) chap. 30; (4) chap. 36; and 
(5) chap. 41.  
23 The Northumbrian scholar Alcuin introduced the Consolation to Charlemagne, but he is not likely to have 
discovered it until after he left England. Although the Consolation was not unknown in England, and numersous 
glosses and commentaries existed, including one that may have been written by Asser, the incredible popularity it 
enjoyed in England in the tenth and eleventh centuries was probably due to Alfred’s translation itself. See Bolton, 
“Consolation in Anglo-Saxon England.”  
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in its application the translation is consistent in its political ideology.24  

Using the framework of Boethius’ discussion of power and political authority, Alfred 

suggests through a few key alterations that the legitimacy of kingship derives from the king’s 

personal virtue. To counter Boethius’ repeated condemnations of tyrants, Alfred inserts three 

passages in praise of virtuous kings.25 Two of these state that men deserve power because of 

their virtue, and the third proves the king’s dependency on his subjects for their support. 

 The first of these additions appears in chapter sixteen, which is part of Wisdom’s 

systematic proof that the five worldly goods do not bring happiness. This passage accomplishes 

several related objectives: it improves Alfred’s public image by suggesting that he came to 

power because he is virtuous; it reminds the reader that virtuous kings are rare, and so should be 

treasured and, one must assume, obeyed; it forges a link between virtue and ability that implies 

that the most virtuous man is also the most skillful at running a country.  

 Power, Wisdom says, cannot be good in itself because it can be found in bad men, such 

as Nero and Theodoric.26 Even when good men have power, it is the men, and not the power, 

that are good: 

                                                

Gif hit þonne æfre gewirð, swa hit swiðe seldon gewyrð, þæt se anweald 7 se weorðscipe 
becume to godum men 7 to wisum, hwæt bið þær þonne licwyrðes buton his god 7 his 
weorðscipe, þæs godan cyninges, næs þæs anwealdes? Forþamþe se anwald næfre ne bið 
good buton se god sie þe hine hæbbe; ðy hit bið þæs monnes god næs þæs anwealdes, gif 
se anweald god bið.27 

 
24 Although Alfred was certainly influenced by at least one commentary of the Latin text, as well as the 
contributions of his helpers, through the act of selection Alfred is nonetheless responsible for the entire text. For 
Alfred’s possible debt to the commentaries, see Wittig, “King Alfred’s Boethius.” 
25 Boethius, chaps. 16, 27, 17. Consolation bk. 2, prose 6; bk. 3, prose 6; bk. 2, prose 7. Boethius (Alfred) complains 
of tyrants: bk. 2, prose 6 (chap. 16), meter 6 (chap. 16); bk. 3, prose 4 (chap. 27), meter 4 (28), prose 5 (chap. 29); 
bk. 4, prose 1 (chap. 36), meter 1 (chap. 36), and meter 2 (chap. 37).  
26 Neither Theodoric nor Nero are mentioned by name in the text, which speaks only of improbissimum ‘the worst of 
men.’ Consolation, bk. 2, prose 6. For clarity, I have observed the following nomenclature throughout: in the Latin 
text, the participants in the dialogue are “the prisoner” and “Philosophy”; in the OE they are “Mod” and “Wisdome.” 
27Boethius, chap. 16. 
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[If it then ever happens, as it very rarely does occur, that power and dignity come to good 
and wise men; what is there then praiseworthy, except his good and his dignity, the good 
king’s, not the power’s? Therefore the power is never good unless he is good who has it; 
and then it is the man’s good not the power’s, if the power is good.] 
 

Thus far Wisdom’s argument parallels Philosophy’s: 

At si quando, quod perrarum est, probis deferantur, quid in eis aliud probitas utentium 
placet? Ita fit ut non virtutibus ex dignitate sed ex virtute dignitatibus honor accedat.28 
 
[And whenever such offices and powers have—very rarely!—been given to good men, 
surely the only acceptable goodness seen in those powers and offices has been that of the 
men possessing them? So it comes about not that virtues are honoured because of office, 
but office because of the virtue of the holders.] 
 

Philosophy continues the argument to prove that the power obtainable by men is insignificant. 

Wisdom draws very different conclusions: 

Forþam hit bið þætte nan man for his rice ne cymð to cræftum 7 to medemnesse, ac for 
his cræftum 7 for his medumnesse he cymð to rice 7 to anwealde. þi ne bið nan man for 
his anwealde na þe betera, ac for his cræftum he beoð good, gif he god bið, 7 for his 
cræftum he bið anwealdes weorðe, gif he his weorðe bið. 29  
 
[So it is that no man by his authority comes to virtue and merit; but by his virtue and 
merit, he comes to authority and to power. Therefore is no man for his power any better; 
but for his virtue he is good, if he is good; and for his virtue he is deserving of power, if 
he deserves it.] 
  

Boethius has said only that a powerful yet virtuous man is honored for his virtue, not his power. 

Alfred goes further to say that it is through his virtue that the virtuous man has obtained his 

power. Most striking is the inevitability of this connection between wisdom and power, as 

revealed in Wisdom’s next lines:  

Leorniað forðæm wisdom, 7 þonne ge hine geleornod hæbben, ne forhycgað hine þonne. 
þonne secge ic eow buton ælcum tweon þæt ge magon þurh hine becuman to anwealde, 
þeah ge no þæs anwealdes ne wilnigan.30  
 

                                                 
28 Consolation, bk. 2, prose 6. 
29Boethius, chap. 16.  
30 Boethius, chap. 16.  
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[Learn therefore wisdom, and when you have learned it, do not forsake it. For I say to 
you without any doubt that you may through it come to power, even without desiring it.]  

 
There is nothing comparable to these lines in the Latin. This promise is utterly incongruent with 

the larger themes of the Boethian wheels of Fortune and Fate, in which nothing is certain and 

power is conferred based on chance alone. While it may seem incongruent for Alfred to offer 

such concrete advice on the means to power to his readers, an alternative reading in which Alfred 

himself is the “student of wisdom” is more applicable. 

 Essentially, Alfred is defending his own succession. Whether or not he desired power, 

Alfred could hardly have expected it, being the youngest of five sons. In this passage, as 

elsewhere, he acknowledges the acceptance of power as a reluctant obligation, which 

immediately distinguishes him from the power hungry tyrants at the beginning of the chapter.31 

Furthermore, he provides justification for his kingship in his superior wisdom, as demonstrated 

by his translation of this very text. 

 Alfred goes on to explain the source of goodness and evil in men:   

Ac ðær ðær hi gode beoð, þon beoð hi þurh þæs godan monnes god gode þe him god mid 
wyrcð 7 se bið þurh God god. Gif hine þonne yfel mon hefð þon bið he yfel þurh þæs 
monnes yfel þe him yfel mid deð 7 burh dioful. 
   
[But when it happens that they are good, then it is through the good man’s good that does 
good with them and the good is from God. If an evil man  has them then he is evil 
through the man’s evil that does evil with them and through the devil.] 
 

Thus, when power is conferred on good men it is through the grace of God. Alfred himself, 

though not desiring power, attained it because of his superior virtue, and his kingship is itself an 

expression of divine will.  

 These additions Alfred made to chapter 16 serve two purposes. One is simply to 

embellish his own history and to establish his authority as divinely sanctioned. More generally, 

                                                 
31 See for instance Asser, chap. 42. 
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these additions provide an alternative to Boethian fatalism. Tyranny is not inevitable; good kings 

do exist, although they are not guaranteed. Their very scarcity makes good kings, Alfred 

foremost among them, worthy of respect. 

 On another level, the word Alfred uses for virtue in this passage, cræft, is heavily 

invested with meaning in Alfred’s vocabulary. Cræft here draws together the ideas of physical 

skill and spiritual virtue.32 Cræft carries several meanings, but can generally be translated as 

‘skill.’ Alfred and others use the word to refer both to physical and mental skills, but it does not 

usually carry a value judgment. Alfred himself uses cræft as an attribute of both God and the 

devil.33 His usage of it in Boethius, however, is always positive. In Boethius, cræft almost always 

translates the Latin virtus ‘virtue,’ although a more precise OE synonym for virtus exited, 

mægen.34 By using cræft repeatedly to mean either ‘physical skill’ or ‘virtue,’ Alfred connects 

the two meanings, so that every instance of cræft in this work suggests both qualities. From this 

usage it may be seen that while cræft is for Alfred always associated with virtue, it is not 

incorrect to read cræft as ‘ability.’ A loose translation of this passage based on this understanding 

of cræft might read: 

So it is that no man by his authority acquires virtue or merit; but by his ability and skill, 
he may acquire power. Therefore is no man for his authority any better; but for his virtue 
he is good, if he is good; and for his abilities he is deserving of power, if he deserves it. 
 

Thus this passage carries two distinct meanings, through the shifting definition of cræft: a man 

                                                 
32 For this analysis of Alfred’s use of cræft I am wholly indebted to Discenza, “Alfred’s Cræft,” in which she traces 
the variations of meaning, and construction of new meanings, for cræft throughout Alfred’s writings, with particular 
emphasis on its usage in Boethius.  
33 Discenza, “Alfred’s Cræft,” 66 cites Pastoral Care 227.5 for Alfred’s use of cræft in reference to the devil; in 
chap. 33 Alfred writes that “nan cræftigra is ðonne” [there is non cræftier than] God.  
34 For a comparison of the usage by Alfred and others of cræft and mægen and their relation to the Latin virtus see 
Peter Clemoes, “King Alfred’s Debt to Vernacular Poetry: The evidence of ellen and cræft,” in Words, Texts, and 
Manuscripts: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Culture Presented to Helmut Gneuss on the occasion of his sixty-fifth 
Birthday, ed. Michael Korhammer with Karl Reichl and Hans Sauer (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1992): 222-231; 
Discenza, “Alfred’s Cræft,” 60-61. 
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acquires power either through virtue, or through skill.  

 Either interpretation bolsters Alfred’s public image and reinforces his worthiness as a 

ruler. For a man to become king because of his virtue suggests the intervention of divinity or 

fortune. Alternatively, a man could become king because of his skill, insofar as that skill enables 

him to manipulate public opinion and gain popular support. Alfred himself did not become king 

in this way, but he did use his cræft to establish his continued authority and even to extend his 

territory.35  

 This linking of ‘virtue’ and ‘skill’ is itself part of Alfred’s cræft. He uses this 

identification to reinforce his own authority through two corollary propositions: the man who is 

most skillful is also the most virtuous, and therefore worthy of honor and admiration; and the 

most virtuous man has the greatest abilities, and is therefore the most qualified to rule. The 

opening lines of the verse preface to Boethius also suggest that the primary purpose of the entire 

text is to display Alfred’s cræft to his people:  

Đus Ælfred us eald-spell reahte,  
cyning Westsexna, cræft meldode36  
 
[Thus Alfred related to us old stories, 
The King of Wessex revealed his cræft]  

 
The Boethius reveals Alfred’s cræft in many different ways. The fact of his authorship 

demonstrates not only his wisdom, but his technical abilities in reading Latin and in composing 

English prose. Through this text Alfred demonstrates his possession of Christian virtue. The 

                                                 
35After 886 Alfred was effectively king of western Mercia as well as Wessex. Asser, chap. 79-83 describes how the 
people of Mercia and parts of Wales willingly chose Alfred as their lord. 
36Boethius, proem. Despite the use of third person in these lines, the proem was almost certainly written by Alfred 
himself. For the authenticity of the proem, see E. G. Stanley, “King Alfred’s Prefaces,” Review of English Studies 39 
(1988): 349-364; Kevin Kiernan, “King Alfred’s Burnt Boethius,” in The Iconic Page in Manuscript, Print, and 
Digital Culture, ed. George Bornstein and Theresa Tinkle (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1998): 7-
32; Kenneth Sisam, “The Authorship of the Verse Translation of Boethius’s Metra,” in his Studies in the History of 
Old English Literature, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953): 293-297 and James Earl, “King Alfred’s Talking Poems,” 
Pacific Coast Philology 24 (1981): 49-61.  
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politicized reading of Boethius that is the subject of the present study reveals Alfred’s skill as a 

propagandist and political strategist. 

 While chapter sixteen establishes the connection between cræft and political power, the 

following chapter relates this discussion of cræft to Alfred personally. Here he demonstrates that 

a king is dependent on the support of his people for his authority. He uses the word cræft eight 

times in these lines, and its meaning oscillates from virtue to skill, thus reinforcing the equation 

of the two. Even while Alfred admits his dependence on the people, including those reading this 

text, and humbly requests their support, he repeatedly stresses that he does possess great cræft, if 

they will only give him the chance to use it: 

Hwæt, þu wast þæt nan mon ne mæg nænne cræft cyðan ne nænne anweald reccan ne 
stioran butum tolum 7 andweorce. þæt bið ælces cræftes andweorc þæt mon þone cræft 
buton wyrcan ne mæg. þæt bið þonne cyninges andweeorc 7 his tol mid to ricsianne, þæt 
he hæbbe his lond fullmonnad; he sceal habban gebedmen 7 fyrdmen 7 weorcmen. 
Hwæt, þu wast þætte butan þissan tolan nan cyning his cræft ne mæg cyðan. þæt is eac 
his ondweorc, þæt he habban sceal to ðæm tolum þam þrim geferscipum bewiste. Þæt is 
þon heora biwist: land to bugianne, 7 gifta, 7 wæpnu, 7 mete, 7 eaio, 7 claþas, 7 gehwæt 
þas ðe þa þre geferscipas behofiað. Ne mæg he butan þisum þas tol gehealdan, ne buton 
þisum tolum nan þara þinga wyrcan þe him beboden is to wyrcenne. Forþy ic wilnode 
andweorces þone anweald mid to reccenne, þæt mine cræftas 7 anweald ne wurden 
forgitene 7 forholene. Forþam ælc cræft 7 ælc anweald bið sona forealdod 7 forsugod, gif 
he bið buton wisdome; forðæm ne mæg non mon nænne cræft bringan buton wisdome; 
forðæmþe swa hwæt swa þurh dysig gedon bið, e mæg hit mon næfre to cræfte gerecan.37 
 
[Truly, you know that no man may make known any cræft, or guide or fulfill any 
obligations without tools and resources. For each cræft there are resources without which 
no man may perform that cræft. These are the king’s tools and resources with which he 
rules: that he have his land peopled; he must have praying men, and fighting men, and 
working men. Truly, you know that without these tools no king may make known his 
cræft. That is also his duty, that he must provide for the needs of the three classes of 
tools. These are their needs: land to live on, and gifts, and weapons, and meat, and ale, 
and clothes, and whatever else the three classes have need of. Nor may he maintain the 
tools without these things, and without the tools he may not accomplish any of the things 

                                                 
37 Boethius, chap. 17. This passage loosely parallels Consolation bk. 2, prose 7: “Tum ego: ‘Scis,’ inquam, ‘ipsa 
minimum nobis ambitionem mortalium rerum fuisse dominatum. Sed materiam gerendis rebus optavimus quo ne 
virtus tacita consenesceret,’” [She finished, and I replied: “You know yourself that ambition for mortal things 
governed me very little; but I wanted the chance to take an active part in affairs of state, so that what powers for 
good I possess might not wither with age unused.”]  
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that he is commanded to do. Therefore I desired the resources with which to use my 
power, that my cræfts and power would not be forgotten and wasted. Because all cræft 
and power is soon forgotten and ignored, if it be without wisdom; because no man may 
accomplish any cræft without wisdom. Therefore what is done through folly may never 
be taken for cræft.] 
 

This entire passage describes the relationship between a king and his people as an economic 

exchange. The king is utterly dependant on the support of his people; without tools, Alfred 

repeatedly states, a king is powerless.38 To gain their support, the king must fulfill their needs: he 

must give them food and shelter. Certainly the people can do nothing if their basic needs are not 

met, just as soldiers cannot perform their function without weapons. However, Alfred includes 

gifta ‘gifts’ in his list of things the people need. The people have no physical necessity of 

receiving gifts, nor would they be prohibited from fulfilling their functions without them. The 

presence of gifts on this list makes it clear that a king must earn the support of his people, which 

they can refuse to give if they choose. 

 Although this passage lists the gebedmen, fyrdmen, and weorcmen as though they are all 

of equal importance, the support that Alfred is most anxious to receive is that of the fyrdmen, the 

aristocracy. They are the focus of all of his educational projects, and the backbone of his military 

defenses. It is to a council of nobles that Alfred had to present the case for his succession over 

his brother’s son Athelhelm in 871.    

 Alfred’s awareness of the king’s dependence on the aristocracy was not merely 

theoretical. Only three years before Alfred came to power Osberht, the king of Northumbria, was 

overthrown by the nobles and replaced by Ælle, “a man not of royal blood.”39 After fighting 

amongst themselves, the joint armies of the two kings attacked the Vikings at York, and were 

                                                 
38 Timothy Powell, “The ‘Three Orders’ of Society in Anglo-Saxon England,” Anglo-Saxon England 23 (1994): 23-
32 traces the correlation between this passage and a similar topos in later Medieval French Literature, noting in 
particular that Alfred’s use of the three orders is not hierarchical. 
39 A-SC 867, Asser, chap. 27. 
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defeated. Both kings were killed in the battle, and Viking dominance over Northumbria was not 

challenged again for nearly a hundred years.40 Asser gives to these events apocalyptic 

undertones, suggesting that the people’s repudiation of the rightful king was the work of the 

devil, and their defeat at York the natural consequences thereof. Regardless of whether or not 

this political confusion precipitated Northumbria’s defeat, it set an example of the nobility 

exercising their power to remove a king in whom they had lost faith. 

 If the example of Northumbria proved that Alfred needed the support of the nobility in 

order to remain in power, his own experience demonstrated that he needed their support in order 

to remain effectual. While his basic authority was not challenged as Osberht’s had been, Alfred 

nevertheless continually struggled to generate support for individual projects. Asser’s lively 

description of Alfred’s struggle to maintain support for his construction projects indicates that 

this was a constant frustration:    

Nam assidue suos episcopos et comites ac nobilissimos, sibique dilectissimos suos 
ministros, necnon et praepositos, leniter docendo, adulando, hortando, imperando, ad 
ultimum inoboedientes, post longam patientiam, acrius castigando, vulgarem stultitiam et 
pertinaciam omni modo abominando, ad suam voluntatem et ad communem totius regni 
utilitatem sapientissime usurpabat et annectebat. At si inter haec regalia exhortamenta 
propter pigritiam populi imperata non implentur, et hostiles copiae terra marique 
irrumperent, aut, ut saepe evenit, utraque parte, tunc contradictores imperialium 
diffinitionum inani poenitentia pene exinaniti verecundabantur.41 
 
[For by gently teaching, flattering, encouraging, commanding, and, at the last, after long 
patience, by sharply castigating the disobedient, and by deploring common stupidity and 
obstinancy in every way, he most wisely used and exploited his bishops and ealdormen 
and nobles, and his most beloved thegns, and also his reeves, to his will and to the 
common advantage of the kingdom. But if, during these royal exhortations, the 
commands were not fulfilled on account of the laziness of the people, and enemy forces 
attacked by land or sea, or, as often happens, by both, then those who opposed his 
commands were humiliated in useless repentence by being almost totally annihilated.] 

 

                                                 
40 In 954, the last Viking king of Northumbria, Erik Bloodaxe, was defeated by King Eadred, Alfred’s grandson. A-
SC 954. 
41 Asser, chap. 91. 
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Alfred was well aware that he could accomplish nothing without his people’s support, and 

generating and maintaining this support was a constant struggle. The list of necessary ‘resources’ 

in chapter seventeen acknowledges the importance of this struggle, and suggests that the people 

ought to be persuaded to obey him because they believe him to be wise and virtuous, rather than 

through fear of punishment or expectation of benefits. 

 Alfred’s use of cræft advertises these very qualifications, thus persuading his readers to 

give him their support. Two of the eight occurrences of cræft clearly refer to Alfred.42 One is in 

reference to the king, the other to the speaker. Alfred, he informs us, possesses great cræft. But, 

he goes on to say, there can be no cræft without wisdom. It necessarily follows that Alfred 

possesses this too. Wisdom is the highest cræft a king can possess, as all others are dependent on 

it. As the people are dependent on the king for support, and the king is dependent on wisdom for 

his cræft, it follows that it is essential to the material prosperity of the people that their king have 

wisdom, a quality Alfred has just demonstrated he possesses.43 

 Not only does Alfred claim that the people should support a leader who is wise and 

virtuous, he says explicitly that these are the only qualifications necessary. In chapter twenty-

seven Alfred reasserts that virtuous men deserve power, and then extends the claim to say that 

even a poor man who is virtuous is worthy of authority: 

Gif þu nu gesawe sumne swiðe wisne man þe hæfde swiðe gooda oferhyda, 7 wære þeah 
swiðe earm 7 swiðe ungesælig, hwæðer ðu wolde cweðan þæt he wære unwyrðe 
anwealdes 7 weorðscipes? Đa answarode Boetius 7 cwæð: Nese, la, nese; gif ic hine 
swilcne gemete ne cwæðe ic næfre ðæt he sie unweorðe anwaldes 7 weorðscipes, ac 
ælces me ðincð þæt he sie wyrðe þe on þisse worulde is.44 
 

                                                 
42 Although these lines are Mod’s, the entire interpretive tradition of this passage, which is the most intensely 
analyzed in the Boethius, has understood the speaker to be Alfred himself. See for instance Powell, “Three Orders.” 
43 Similarly, the juxtaposition of “gifts” and “wisdom” in this passage forces the reading that the text itself is a gift; 
see Discenza, “Chain of Authority,” and Lerer, Literacy and Power, 61-96.  
44Boethius, chap. 27.  
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[If you now saw some very wise man that was exceptionally high-minded, and despite 
this he was poor and very unhappy, would you say that he was unworthy of power and 
respect? Thus answered Boethius and said: No, never. If I saw such a man I would never 
say that he was unworthy of power and respect, but it seems to me that he would be 
worthy of everything in this world.] 

 
Contextually, this passage comes during Wisdom’s proof that honor does not bring happiness, 

although the distinction between honor, fame, and power is not articulated as clearly in the 

Boethius as it is in the Consolation, and so the focus here as in chapter sixteen is primarily on 

power. This passage also follows a declamation against Theodoric, whom he describes as “on 

eallum þingum unwyrðne þæs anwealdes, swiþe sceamleasne 7 ungeþwærne buton ælcum 

godum þeawe” [in all respects unworthy of power, very shameless and disagreeable without any 

good qualities.]45 Just as Theodoric is unworthy because he lacks virtue, the man who has virtue 

deserves power regardless of his station. The juxtaposition of the “virtuous man” and Theodoric 

implies not only that Alfred is describing power rather than honor but that the power in question 

is royal authority.  

As politically radical as Alfred’s claim may appear, it is highly unlikely that Alfred ever 

envisioned a lowly peasant becoming king, regardless of his merits. The phrase “swiðe earm 7 

swiðe ungesælig” [very poor and very unfortunate] is nonspecific. Earm ‘poor’ does not carry 

any direct indication of a lack of wealth or social status, but when combined with ungesælig 

‘unfortunate’ the phrase must indicate a man who is not merely emotionally “unhappy”, but who 

lacks material, social, or professional prosperity. Thus the phrase could refer equally to the 

plowman in the field, Boethius in prison, or even Alfred himself. After the Viking surprise attack 

in 878, Alfred spent several weeks in hiding, and legend has attributed a number of bizarre 

anecdotes to this period of exile, the most famous of which involves his being scolded by a 

                                                 
45 ibid 
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peasant woman for allowing her bread to burn. Although these stories are clearly apocryphal, 

Alfred would almost certainly have described his situation in the winter of 878 as “swiðe earm 7 

swiðe ungesælig.”46 In all probability Alfred meant this phrase to refer to someone in the 

position of himself or Boethius, but the linguistic construction of the passage, as well as the 

philosophical backbone of the idea, does not preclude a broader interpretation of the “poor man.”  

The assertion that a virtuous but poor man deserves power is Alfred’s own. Boethius only says 

that it is wisdom that makes a man worthy of respect:  

At si quem sapientia praeditum videres, num posses eum vel reverentia vel ea qua est 
praeditus sapientia non dignum putare? Minime.47  
 
[But if, then, you saw someone provided with wisdom, could you believe him to be 
unworthy of respect, or of that wisdom he possessed? Absolutely not.]   
 

While it may easily be inferred from Boethius’ proposition that virtuous men are the most fit to 

hold power, this claim is not actually present in his text.48 All Boethius actually says here is that 

wise men, by virtue of their wisdom, deserve the wisdom they already possess.   

 These passages show Alfred not so much attempting to create a new political system as 

describing the political forces he saw at work already. A man only comes to power when he has 

the support of the people, and he must maintain their support if he is to retain his position of 

authority, just as Alfred himself could not have survived the Viking attacks in the 870s without 

the support of his people. Virtue, wisdom, and cræft are the qualities that make a man worthy of 

power, and it is precisely these qualities that enabled Alfred to gain control of half of Mercia in 
                                                 
46 For a survey of the sources of this legend, see Keynes and Lapidge, “Alfred and the Cakes,” in their Alfred the 
Great, 197-202. 
47Consolation, bk. 3, prose 4. 
48 The idea that virtuous men deserve power features prominently in Aristotle’s Politics. See for instance bk. 3, 
1286b-1288a. While Boethius was undoubtedly influenced by this text, the Consolation hardly allows the possibility 
that kings could be virtuous at all. Politics was not translated into Latin until the fourteenth century. See Maurice De 
Wulf, History of Medieval Philosophy (London: Longmans, Green, and Co.: 1909): chap. 2, sec. 1.1. While it is thus 
impossible for Alfred to have known the Politics directly, a more precise restatement of the ideas in Politics than 
that in the Consolation may have trickled down through the commentary tradition. 
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886, of which Asser writes, “Ad quem regem omnes Angli et Saxones, qui prius ubique dispersi 

fuerant aut cum paganis sub captivitate erant, voluntarie converterunt, et suo dominio se 

subdiderunt,” [All the Angles and Saxons—those who had formerly been scattered everywhere 

and were not in captivity with the Vikings—turned willingly to King Alfred and submitted 

themselves to his lordship].49 While there is little precise record of the events that led up to 

Alfred’s overlordship of Mercia, it can be assumed that either the Mercians freely chose Alfred 

as their leader because they admired and respected him as a virtuous king, as Asser suggests, or 

they felt some kind of political or military compulsion.50 If the latter was the case, then it was 

not Alfred’s virtue that gave him authority so much as his cræft, his ability to manipulate the 

minds and actions of o

 While the political message of the Boethius is less persuasive than explanatory, Alfred’s 

explanation of how power is obtained is itself a form of persuasion. Chapter sixteen says that 

power is awarded to the virtuous, but chapter seventeen says that kings are dependent for their 

power on the support of their people. It naturally follows that popular support has its basis in the 

people’s appreciation of the virtue of the king, but this explanation has no basis in causality. 

Alfred has not proven that this is the case; he has inferred that it ought to be so. Just as in the 

preface to Pastoral Care Alfred appeared to seek the advice of the clergy even while anticipating 

what their advice would be, the logic of the Boethius only holds up if the reader accepts the 

criteria the text imposes on them. The entire text can thus be read as an eloquent plea for the 

support of the people, not merely for Alfred himself, but for the very standards on which his 

power is based. 

 
49 Asser, chap. 79. 
50 A-SC 886 describes these events in similar terms. 



CHAPTER 4 

STOLEN VOICES: AMBIGUITY OF NARRATIVE VOICE  
IN THE ALFREDIAN TRANSLATIONS 

 
 So far I have examined the political nature inherent in the conception of Alfred’s 

translation program, and how he used English literacy to direct his readers to influences within 

his sphere of control. He then used theses texts to persuade his readers of the primary importance 

of wisdom and virtue in a king. Next I will show how his translations stylistically manipulate 

Alfred’s image in order to make him appear more virtuous by linking him with the Latin authors 

of the source texts. By adopting the identities of the authors of the Latin texts through ambiguous 

narrative voice the virtues of these authors becomes Alfred’s own, thus reinforcing not only his 

general worth but his specific qualifications as king according to the rules he has laid out. 

 In this context most of the alterations Alfred made to the text are irrelevant. While it is 

certainly interesting and instructive to examine how Alfred manipulated the philosophical 

message of the text, the present chapter is concerned only with the identification of the narrator.  

He selected texts that conveyed the general message he wished to convey, and altered them as he 

saw fit. While he undoubtedly had help in his writings, from the men listed in the preface to 

Pastoral Care at the least, and probably referred to commentaries or glosses as well as the Latin 

texts as we know them, he also proved himself willing to discard huge sections of the source 

text, rewrite where it pleased him, and insert his own invention without reference to the source at 

all.1 Thus it can be inferred that the text, while it is not original, nevertheless accurately 

represents Alfred’s own ideas and beliefs.2 Through selection and manipulation he created 

                                                 
1 For the collaborative nature of Alfred’s work, see Richard Clement, “The Production of the Pastoral Care: King 
Alfred and his Helpers,” in Studies in Earlier Old English Prose, ed. Paul Szarmach (Albany: State University of 
new York Press, 1986): 129-152. For his debt to the commentary tradition, see D. Bolton, “Consolation in Anglo-
Saxon England,” W. Bolton, “How Boethian?” Wittig, “King Alfred’s ‘Boethius’.”  
2 See Bately, “Nature of Old English Prose,” 77; Booth, “King Alfred Versus Beowulf,” 51.  
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precisely the text he wished to write, regardless of what was present in his Latin source. 

 By using patristic texts by well known authors Alfred invests his ideas with greater 

authority than he possesses. While Alfred emphasizes the importance of the author by inserting 

additional biographical material into his translations and by repeatedly using the proper name of 

the author where it does not occur in the source, he also inserts his own voice into the text, and 

his own biographical details. Because these moments of translator-biography are not separated in 

any observable way from author-biography, it forces the interpretation that the two narrative 

voices, author and translator, are one. Qualities naturally pertaining to the author are thus 

displaced onto the translator. The reader’s perception of Alfred shifts in accordance with the 

authority of the author. Through this process Alfred becomes wiser, more authoritative, and more 

godly, thus increasing his legitimacy as king according to the values he outlined in the Boethius.3 

 Nowhere is Alfred more candid about his own writing process than in the introduction to 

his law code. Though different in content from the literary translations, Alfred’s laws were 

created through much the same process: 

Ic ða Ælfred cyning þas togædere gegæderode, 7 awritan het monege þara 
þe ure foregengan heoldan, ða ðe me licodon; 7 manege þara þe me ne licoden ic awearp 
mid minra witena geðeahte, 7 on oðre wisan bebead to healdanne. Forðæm, ic ne dorst 
geðristlæcan þara minra awuht fela on gewrit settan, forðæm me was uncuð, hwæt þæs 
ðam lician wolde, ðe æfter me wæren. Ac ða ðe ic gemette awðer oððe on Ines dæge, 
mines mæges, oððe on Offan Mercna cyninges oððe on Æþelbryhtes, þe ærest fulluhte 
onfeng on Angelcynne, þa ðe me rhytoste ðuhton, ic þa heron gegaderode, 7 þa oðre 
forlet.4 
 
[I, then, King Alfred, gathered these together, and commanded to be written many of 
those that our ancestors held, those that pleased me; and  many of those that did not 
please me I have changed with the advice of my councilors, and have ordered to be 
observed differently. Because I did not dare presume to put in writing very many of mine, 
because it was unknown to me what would please them, who come after me. But those 

                                                 
3 Davis, “Translation Theory,” 149-170 describes how Alfred used translation to equate his own authority with that 
of the church. 
4 Attenborough, Laws, 62. 
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that I found either in Ine’s day, my kinsman, or of Offa, king of the Mercians, or of 
Æthelberht, who first among the English people received baptism, those that seemed best 
to me, I have gathered here together, and discarded the others.] 

 
Alfred asserts that his role here is only that of a compiler, not unlike his role as translator 

elsewhere. This assertion is deceptive. Having three existing texts to select laws from, as well as 

his confessed willingness to rewrite anything that he didn’t like, the resulting composite text is 

essentially original. It is Alfred’s law code, as completely as if he had begun with a blank page. 

He has created a new text by the act of selection alone.  

 Moreover, there is much in Alfred’s laws that does not derive from earlier sources. It is 

difficult to say for certain what in the laws is original to Alfred because only two of the three 

texts Alfred cites are extant. In Alfred’s laws the fine for a wound that could be hidden by 

clothes or hair is much lighter than for a similar but more visible wound, which closely 

corresponds with statements made by Asser about Alfred’s dread of physical disfigurement.5 

From this comparison it would appear that this quality of his laws is original to Alfred, and so it 

is likely that other parts of his laws that do not come from Ine or Athelberht, such as the 

importance Alfred places on keeping oaths, are Alfredian additions as well. 

 Despite these alterations, Alfred is very keen to convince the reader that he did not write 

the text at all, but merely selected the best laws from Ine, Offa, and Athelberht. In so doing he 

establishes a long-standing precedence for his own laws, imbuing them with greater authority 

than he himself possessed. Through selection and revision, Alfred created exactly the laws he 

                                                 
5 This theme is developed consistently and explicitly in the law code. See Attenborough, 79, 87, and especially 91, 
which says, “Æghwelcere wunde beforan feaxe 7 beforan sliefan 7 beneoðan cneowe sio bot bið twysceatte mare.” 
[For every wound before the hair, and before the sleeve and before the knee, the compensation will be doubled.] 
Asser, chap. 74 describes Alfred as having prayed to God to replace an illness of his with one that was less painful, 
“ea tamen condicione, ut corporaliter exterius illa infirmitas non apparcret, ne inutilis et despectus esset. Timebat 
enim lepram aut caccitatem, vel aliquem talem dolorem, qui homines tam cito et despectos suo adventu efficiunt.” 
[on the condition that the illness would not be visible on the outside of the body, by which he would be useless and 
contemptible. He feared always leprosy and blindness, or some other such misfortune, which so quickly makes men 
useless and contemptible by their approach.]  
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wanted to be observed, but by relegating himself to the role of a compiler, he implies that he is 

only recopying laws that are already in place. Further, displacing authorship onto parties long 

dead denies Alfred’s personal responsibility for anything in the text that might prove unpopular. 

Thus the weight of precedence that rightly applies to the laws of Ine, Athelberht, and Offa is 

transferred to Alfred’s new laws as well. 

 By adopting the laws of Offa, an extremely powerful Mercian king, Alfred claims 

Mercian heritage for Wessex. Just as he does in the preface to Pastoral Care through his 

repetition of the phrase geond Angel-kynn ‘throughout England,’ Alfred’s marriage of the laws of 

Ine and Offa creates an illusion of English unity. Not only was Offa not his direct predecessor, 

he was an enemy of Alfred’s family. It was only after Offa’s death that Alfred’s grandfather 

Egbert came out of exile to claim the throne of Wessex.6  

 Because a code of laws is inherently a political document the repercussions of Alfred’s 

manipulation of authorship are more apparent here than in his literary translations, yet the 

methodology is the same throughout. Giving old precedence to new laws helps to legitimize 

Alfred’s manipulation of the law for his own purposes. Similarly, attaching the name of Gregory 

or Boethius to Alfred’s own ideas gives them the weight of patristic authority. More to the point, 

Alfred is attaching the names, and the authority they possess, to himself, so that even when his 

translation differs little from his source they still serve to forge a connection between Alfred and 

Boethius, Gregory, or Augustine. The translations remind the reader of the moral virtue of the 

authors and then transfer that virtue through association onto Alfred himself. 

 Alfred’s translation makes Boethius’ historical presence more evident than it ever was in 

the Latin. Boethius’ Latin text begins with a poem, and no biographical information is given 

                                                 
6 Wormald, “Offa and Alcuin,” 106. 
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until much later.7 Thus the readers of the Latin and OE texts would be equally ignorant as to the 

identity of the author, but that Alfred chooses to explain his history at the outset. Where the Latin 

text gives vague allusions to the cause of Boethius’ imprisonment only in part four, the OE text 

provides a detailed account of his life and career at the beginning. Although this account is 

riddled with inaccuracies, it nevertheless foregrounds Boethius himself as a historical person, 

and highlights his most admirable qualities: 

þa wæs sum consul, þæt we heretoha hatað, Boetius wæs gehaten; se  
was in boccræftum 7 on woruldþeawum se rihtwisesta. 
 
[There was a consul, that which we call a captain, who was called  
Boethius; he was in book-craft and secular learning the wisest.]8 
 

Elsewhere Alfred uses the proper name “Boethius” where the Latin text has only “I.” Although 

the OE text primarily uses “Ic” [I] or “Mod” [Mind] for the prisoner, the proper name appears 

near the beginning of his text where it is closely juxtaposed with the prose and verse prefaces, 

both of which stress Alfred’s role as translator, linking the two names and their identities. Later 

in the text when the speaker is not specifically identified the “I” refers back to both Alfred and 

Boethius. 

 Like Boethius, Soliloquies uses the names of both the author and the translator at the 

beginning of the text and then both names disappear for the duration of the book, but in this case 

the proper names are removed, rather than added.9 The Latin text uses the taglines “R” (for 

                                                 
7 Consolation bk. 1, prose 4. 
8 Boethius, chap. 1. Bately describes possible sources for some of the inaccuracies in Alfred’s telling of Boethius’ 
biography in her “King Alfred and the Old English Translation of Orosius,” Anglia 88 (1970): 438-440.  
9 The name ‘Augustinus’ appears three times in the OE, all of which are within the first fifty lines of text: 47.15, 
48.13, and 49.3. Alfred, however, is not named at the beginning of the text, but this may be due to corruption of the 
manuscript. See Alfred, King Alfred’s Version of St. Augustine’s Soliloquies, ed. Thomas A. Carnicelli (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1969): 1 (hereafter cited as OE Soliloquies). He is named at the end of the text, but 
there is no reason to assume this is not a scribal addition. 
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“ratio”) and “A” (for “Augustinus”) throughout the dialogue.10 This is problematic for Alfred 

because it makes Augustine’s presence in the text too immediate for his purposes.11 He changes 

the “Augustine” tag to “Ic,” much the opposite of what he does in Boethius but with the same 

result. Following a description in Alfred’s introduction of how we should turn to the holy fathers, 

Augustine among them, for wisdom, Alfred reiterates the title and author of the book, but then 

does not mention Augustine by name again after the first line of dialogue.12 In both cases Alfred 

places both himself and the author into the text and then reverts to ambiguous pronouns that 

could refer equally to either one. 

 In Pastoral Care, the association of speaker with both author and translator works in 

much the same way. Only the verse preface identifies the authorship of the text: 

Ryhtspell monig Gregorius gleawmod gindwod ðurh sefan snyttro,  
searoðonca hord. Forðon he moncynnes mæst gestrynde rodra wearde,  
Romwara betest, monna modwelegost, mærðum gefrægost. 
 
[The wise Gregorius was versed in many true doctrines through the  
wisdom of his mind, his hoard of cunning thoughts. For he gained over  
most of mankind to the Guardian of heaven, best of Romans, wisest of  
men, most gloriously famous.] 

  
Just as with Boethius, Alfred reminds the reader of Gregory’s identity and virtues. Immediately 

afterwards the narrative shifts to Alfred’s role in the transmission of the text: 

Siððan min on Englisc Ælfred kyning awende worda gehwelc, & me his  
writerum sende suð & norð; heht him swelcra ma brengan be ðære bysene,  
þæt he his biscepum sendan meahte, forðæm hie his sume ðorfton, ða þa  
Lædenspræce læsðe cuðon: 
 
[Afterwards King Alfred translated every word of me into English, and  
sent me to his scribes south and north; ordered more such to be brought to  
 

                                                 
10 Saint Augustine, Soliloquies and Immortality of the Soul, ed. and trans. Gerard Watson (England: Aris & Phillips 
Ltd., Teddington House, 1990): 1. 
11 Alfred’s initial would be ‘Æ’ and not ‘A’. 
12 OE Soliloquies, 47-49. 
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him after the example, that he might send them to his bishops, for some of  
them needed it, who knew but little Latin.] 
 

Although Alfred does not praise himself as he does Gregory, the placement of the two implies 

that Alfred deserves praise for translating the text just as Gregory deserves praise for writing it.13  

 Alfred’s ownership of this text is attested to in a much more concrete way, through the 

book itself. The preface describes the process by which the book came into being, a process for 

which Alfred is wholly responsible:  

Đa ic þa gemunde hu sio lar Lædengeðeodes ær ðysum oðfeallen wæs geond Angelkynn, 
& ðeah monege cuðon English gewrit arædan, þa ongan ic ongemang oðrum mislicum & 
monigfaldum bisgum ðises kynerices þa boc wendan on Englisc þe is genemned on 
Læden Pastoralis, & on English Hirdeboc.14 
 
[When I remembered how the knowledge of Latin had formerly decayed throughout 
England, and yet many could read English writing, I began, among other various and 
manifold troubles of this kingdom, to translate into English the book which is called in 
Latin Pastoralis, and in English Shepherd’s Book.] 
 

Further, the physical presence of the æstel both quantifies the material value of the text and 

relates it back to Alfred’s ownership: 

7 to ælcum biscepstole on minum rice wille ane onsendan; & on ælcre bið an æstel, se bið 
on fiftegum moncessa. Ond ic bibiode on Godes noman þæt nan mon ðone æstel from 
þære bec ne doe, ne þa boc from þæm mynstre15 
 
[and to each bishopric in my kingdom I will send a copy, and with each will be an æstel, 
that is worth fifty mancus. And I command in God’s name that no man remove the æstel 
from the book, nor the book from the church.] 
 

 The “Alfred Jewel,” which many have claimed is one of the æstels Alfred describes, bears the 

legend “Ælfred me het geweorc” [Alfred commanded me to be made].16 Although it is 

impossible to know for certain if that is the object described in the preface, if it is, then its 
                                                 
13 Discenza, “The Chain of Authority” demonstrates how Alfred uses the verse preface to write himself into the 
history of the transmission of the text. 
14 Pastoral Care, 6. 
15 ibid, 6. 
16 See chap. 1, note 54. 
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physicality as well as the legend it bore would have been a constant reminder of Alfred’s relation 

to the text, even while Gregory is almost forgotten in the text itself. Like Boethius and 

Augustine, his name disappears after the introduction, and does not reappear until the last 

chapter.  

 Alfred’s introductions to the Psalms reinforce this duality of narrative voice, and furthers 

the glorification of Alfred by associating him, not merely with David, but with Christ himself. 

The introduction to Psalm II is the model for the other introductions, which elaborate on the 

same ideas but do not alter the basic structure: 

Đæs æfteran sealmes capitul is gecweden “psalmus David,” þæt ys on Englisc, “Davides 
sealm,” for þæm he is hys sealm gecweden for þi he seofode on þæm sealme and mænde 
to Drihtne be his feondum, ægðer ge inlendum ge utlendum, and be eallum his earfoðum; 
and swa deð ælc þæra þe þysne sealm sincgð be his sylfes feondum; and swa dyde Crist 
be Iudeum. 17   
 
[This next psalm is called ‘Psalmus David,’ that is in English, ‘David’s Psalm,’ because 
in this psalm he lamented and cried out in this psalm to the Lord about his enemies, both 
at home and abroad, and about all his troubles; and so does each one who sings this about 
his own enemies, and so did Christ about the Jews.] 

 
The repetition of the name ‘David’ emphasizes his presence in the text; his voice as the speaker 

of what follows is never forgotten. While there are no biographical details to place Alfred in this 

text, the line, “and swa deð ælc þæra þe þysne sealm sincgð be his sylfes feondum” [and so does 

each one who sings this about his own enemies” cannot but recall the invading Vikings to the 

mind of a contemporary reader. With this connection in place, the parallel between King David 

and King Alfred is obvious. If, as has been suggested, Alfred translated the Psalms late in his 

career, and perhaps died before he could finish them, then the translation of the Psalms coincides 

with the renewed Viking hostilities of the late 890s, which makes the repeated emphasis on “the 

                                                 
17 Alfred, King Alfred’s Prose Translation of the First Fifty Psalms, ed. Patrick P. O’Neill (Cambridge: Medieval 
Academy of America, 2001): 2 (hereafter cited as Psalms). 
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enemy” all the more applicable.18  

 Through David Alfred equates himself with Christ, the highest example possible of the 

“virtuous king” model Alfred describes and emulates. Furthermore, this same equation parallels 

Alfred’s Viking foes with the Jews as the persecutors of Christ. This sort of myth making depicts 

the Vikings as even more fearsome than before by transferring their threat from the earthly realm 

to the spiritual. At the same time Alfred becomes not merely a warrior king but the champion of 

God. The comparison to David helps to place Alfred outside traditional church hierarchy and in 

direct communion with God. 

 In Psalm XIII, the connection to Alfred becomes more explicit, as this introduction 

evokes precisely the same language as the preface to Pastoral Care: 

Đa David þisne þreotteoðan sealm sang, þa seofode he to Drihtne on þam sealme þæt 
æfre on his dagum sceolde gewurðan swa lytle treowa, and swa lytel wisdom wære on 
worulde; and swa deð ælc rihtwis man þe hine nu singð, he seofað þæt ylce be his tidum; 
and swa dyde Crist be Iudeum; and Ezechias be Rapsace, Assyria cyninge. 19 
 
[When David sang this thirteenth psalm, he lamented to the Lord in this psalm that there 
should be so little faith, and so little wisdom should be in the world. And so does every 
just man when he sings it now, he laments the same thing in his own time. And so did 
Christ about the Jews, and so did Hezekiah about Rabasces, King of Assyria.] 

 
As in the preface to Pastoral Care, Alfred associates wisdom with faith. More significantly, in 

both texts there is an emphasis on time. Alfred does not say that David laments a general lack of 

wisdom among men, but a lack of wisdom at a specific historical moment. Similarly, the entire 

focus of the preface to Pastoral Care is on the decline of wisdom from an earlier period.  

 Through this association with David, Gregory, Augustine and Boethius Alfred takes on 

their virtues and wisdom as his own, thus making these literary translations function as 

propaganda even when their content is not political. Not only does it occur in all of Alfred’s 

                                                 
18 Bately, “Old English Prose,” 97. 
19 Psalms 13. 
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translations, but a few key passages highlight the process by which this identification is 

achieved. Although in general the duality of the narrative voice is maintained throughout, there 

are moments in the text that are specific enough to force a single identification of the narrator. 

Whenever this occurs, the narration becomes more general, usually shifting from first to third 

person, so that, while a specific identification of the speaker is suggested, it is never overtly 

stated. In such instances the identification falls apart or is in some way incomplete, and it is in 

the analysis of these failures that Alfred’s methodology is most evident. The awkwardness of 

these passages in which Alfred carefully constructs readings that continue to place both himself 

and the author in the text even when doing so results in direct contradictions indicate that the 

duality of narration is both careful and deliberate. 

 Chapter seventeen of the Boethius, Alfred’s discussion of the tools a king needs for his 

craft, makes little sense coming from Boethius, who was not a king. It has virtually no parallel in 

the Latin. The entire passage is cleverly constructed so that it implies, but never insists upon, 

Alfred’s voice as the narrator. The passage begins:  

Eala, Gesceadwisnes, hwæt, þu wast þæt me næfre seo gitsung 7 seo gemægð þisses 
eorðlican anwealdes forwel ne licode, ne ic ealles forswiðe ne girnde þisses eorðlican 
rices, buton tola ic wilnode þeah 7 andweorces to þa weorce þe me beboden was to 
wyrcanne; þæt was þæt ic unfracodlice 7 gerisenlice mihte steoran 7 reccan þone anwald 
þe me befæst wæs.20 
 
[Oh, Reason, truly, you know that the desire for and possession of this earthly power 
never much pleased me, nor did I too greatly long for this earthly kingdom, but I wanted 
the tools and resources with which to do the work I was commanded to undertake; that 
was that I might worthily and virtuously steer and guide the authority that was given to 
me.] 
  

Up to this point, Alfred has stayed close to the Latin, which reads: 

‘Scis,’ inquam, ‘ipsa minimum nobis ambitionem mortalium rerum fuisse dominatam. 

                                                 
20 Boethius, chap. 17. 
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Sed materiam gerendis rebus optavimus quo ne virtus tacita consenesceret.’21 
 
[‘You know,’ I said, ‘yourself that I was but little ruled by the ambition for mortal things. 
But I welcomed the opportunity to participate in affairs of state, so that my powers of 
virtue would not decay.]  
 

Certainly, Boethius’ prisoner admits to desiring power, while Alfred’s speaker claims not to have 

desired it at all, but the point in both passages is that the speaker behaves selflessly in his duty as 

an authority figure. The authority in question, up to this point, could equally refer to Alfred’s 

kingship or Boethius’ consulship, although Alfred’s passive acceptance of the authority placed 

on him by others implies an inherited rather than an elected office. This is the entirety of the 

prisoner’s speech in the Consolation, but it is just the beginning in the Boethius. The lines that 

follow are surprisingly impersonal:  

Hwæt, þu wast þæt nan mon ne mæg nænne cræft cyðan ne nænne anweald reccan ne 
stioran butum tolum 7 andweorce. þæt bið ælces cræftes andweorc þæt mon þone cræft 
buton wyrcan ne mæg. 
 
[Now, you know that no man can make known any craft, or guide or steer any authority, 
without tools and resources. There are for each craft resources without which that craft 
cannot be accomplished.]  
 

These lines have little to do with either Boethius or Alfred, although it does make a rather 

convenient transition to the discussion of kingship that immediately follows. Alfred has created a 

sense of distance between the intimacy at the beginning of this speech and the discussion of 

kingship that follows. In order to maintain the plausibility that Boethius is the narrator, the 

kingship passage is in the third person. In the context of the preceding lines, it could be taken as 

an entirely philosophical digression:  

þæt bið þonne cyninges andweorc 7 his tol mid to ricsianne, þæt he hæbbe his lond 
fullmonnad; he sceal habban gebedmen 7 fyrdmen 7 weorcmen. Hwæt, þu wast þætte 
butan þissan tolan nan cyning his cræft ne mæg cyðan. þæt is eac his ondweorc, þæt he 
habban sceal to ðæm tolum þam þrim geferscipum biwiste. þæt is þon heora biwest: land 

                                                 
21 Consolation bk. 2, prose 7. 
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to bugianne, 7 gifta, 7 wæpnu, 7 mete, 7 eaio, 7 claþas, 7 gehwæt þæs ðe þa þre 
geferscipas behofiað. Ne mæg he butan þisum þas tol gehealdan, ne buton þisum tolum 
nan þara þinga wyrcan þe him beboden is to wyrcenne. 
 
[In the case of the king, the resources and tools with which to rule are that he have his 
land fully manned: he must have praying men, fighting men, and working men. You 
know also that without these tools no king may make his ability known. Another aspect 
of his resources is that he must have the means of support for his tools, the three classes 
of men. These, then, are their means of support: land to live on, gifts, weapons, food, ale, 
clothing, and whatever else is necessary for each of the three classes of men. Without 
these things he cannot maintain the tools, nor without the tools can he accomplish any of 
the things he was commanded to do.] 
 

Nothing in this entire passage is incompatible with the pretext of Boethius as the narrator. The 

king is always spoken of in third person, so there is no historical inaccuracy. However, the fact 

that it was a king writing those lines could not have been lost on ninth century readers any more 

than readers of the twenty-first century. Alfred shifts back into first person in the next line, but 

makes no more explicit references to kingship, only to generic authority that would be equally 

applicable to Boethius as consul: 

Forþy ic wilnode andweorces þone anweald mid to recenne, þæt mine cræftas 7 anweald 
ne wurden forgitene 7 forholene….þæt is nu hraðost to secganne, þæt ic wilnode 
weorðfullice to libbanne þa hwile þe ic lifde, 7 æfter minum life þæm monnum to 
læfanne þe æfter me wæren min gemyndig on godum weorcum. 
 
[Therefore, I wished for the resources to make use of the authority, that my skills and 
power would not be forgotten and hidden…. That is now most emphatically to be said, 
that I wanted to live worthily while I lived, and to leave to the men who were after me my 
memory in good works.]  
 

In Sedgefield’s 1899 edition of the OE Boethius, that last line is excerpted and placed next to the 

preface, bearing the caption, “King Alfred concerning himself.”22 Historically, the entirety of 

chapter seventeen has been understood to be Alfred speaking personally and candidly, although 

it is possible to read the entire chapter supposing Boethius to be the narrator throughout. 

 Alfred’s translation of Augustine’s Soliloquies shows a careful handling that evinces his 

                                                 
22 Boethius, vi. 
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desire to apply the text equally to himself and Augustine. In the first section, Ratio reminds 

Augustine that his work must be a solitary activity:  

Sed quid agis, quod valetudo tua scribendi laborem recusat? Nec ista dictari debent; nam 
solitudinem meram desiderant.23 
 
[But what are you going to do, seeing that your health will not allow the hard work 
involved in writing? For these things should not be dictated: they demand absolute 
privacy.] 

 
Alfred reworks these lines to describe his own composition methods, which involved a battery of 

assistants, including both scribes and teachers: 

Ac me þincð þath þeah, þæt þu si to unhal þæt ðu ne mage hit æall awritan; and þeah þu 
æall hal were, þu beþor(f)test þæt ðu hæfdest digele stoge and æmanne ælcres oðres 
þinges, and fæawa cuðe men and creftige mid þe, ðe nan with ne amyrdan, ac fultmoden 
to þinum crefte.24 
 
[But it seems to me though, that you are so unwell that you may not write it all; and even 
if you were well, you have need of a quiet place and no distractions, and a few wise men 
and clever with you, that will not disturb you, who will help you with your work.] 
 

That Alfred felt the need to alter Ratio’s advice to bring it into line with his own practices 

indicates that he identified himself with the narrator. It is likely that a large portion of Alfred’s 

audience would have known him personally, and could have seen him at work.25 Moreover, the 

collaborative nature of Alfred’s composition was no secret; he lists the names of his helpers in 

the prefaces to Pastoral Care and Boethius. The alteration of this line does not advertise Alfred’s 

authorship, but it also does not preclude his identity as the narrator, as the unaltered line would 

have done. In this case, the duality of the narrator is achieved seamlessly; without the Latin text 

                                                 
23 Soliloquies, chap. 1. 
24 OE Soliloquies, 49. 
25 Asser, chap. 76, describes Alfred’s efforts in instructing in literacy “comites ac nobiles suos, ministeriales etiam et 
omnes familiares…. Filios quoque eorum, qui in regali familia nutriebantur, non minus propriis diligens, omnibus 
bonis moribus instituere et literis imbuere solus die noctuque inter cetera non desinebat” [his ealdormen and nobles, 
his reeves and all his other associates…. Nor did he cease from personally giving instruction in literacy ad all moral 
behavior by day and night to their sons, who were nourished in the roya household no less than his own children.] 
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to compare it to, there is no reason to assume that Augustine did not dictate his works as Alfred 

did. Alfred’s alteration of Augustine’s discussion of marriage, however, presents a far more 

difficult revision. 

Augustine condemns marriage as absolutely incompatible with a life of religious 

contemplation. In his translation, Alfred is more ambivalent, and fails to present a concrete 

position on either side. In the Latin, Ratio asks Augustine if he would not like to have a virtuous 

wife, to which Augustine replies scathingly: 

A. Quantumlibet velis eam pingere atque cumulare bonis omnibus, nihil mihi tam 
fugiendum quam concubitum esse decrevi. Nihil esse sentio, quod magis ex arce deiciat 
animum virilem, quam blandimenta feminea  corporumque ille contactus, sine quo 
uxor haberi non potest. Itaque, si ad officium pertinet sapientis—quod nondum 
comperi—dare operam liberis, quisquis rei huius tantum gratia concumbit, mirandus mihi 
videri potest, at vero imitandus nullo modo. Nam temptare hoc periculosius est quam 
posse felicius. Quamobrem satis, credo, iuste atque utiliter pro libertate animae meae 
mihi imperavi non cupere, non quaerere, non ducere uxorem.26 
 
[A: Paint her as beautiful as you can, pile on every attraction—I have made up my mind 
that there is nothing I should avoid so much as sleeping with a woman. I feel that there is 
nothing which strips the mind of a man of its defenses so much as feminine 
blandishments and the physical contact which is of the essence of living with a woman. 
Therefore, if it is part of the duty of a philosopher to concern himself about children 
(although this is something I am not yet sure of), anyone who sleeps with a woman for 
this purpose can, to my mind, certainly be admired, but he is by no means to be imitated. 
For the danger that is involved in such an attempt is much greater than the possibility of 
happiness that would go with success. And so I have laid this command on myself, quite 
properly and certainly helpfully for my own personal freedom, not to desire nor to seek 
nor to marry a wife.] 
 

This passage is absolutely inapplicable to Alfred as narrator. Besides the fact that the reader 

would know that he was married, celibacy is not an ideal of kingship as it is for monastic life. 

Yet Alfred’s manipulation of these lines shows his desire to describe accurately both himself and 

Augustine. The result is rather awkward: 

                                                 
26 Soliloquies, chap. 17. 
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Đa cwæð ic: ne herast þu hi na to swiðe þæt ic hyre a ðe ma wilnige? Forðam me ne 
þincað nawiht wyrse þam ðe god þeawian wile þonne wyf to hæbbenne, þeah hwa cwæðe 
þæt hyt si betere to habbenne for bearna gestreone. Ic cwæðe þeah þæt hyt si preostum 
betere næbbe ðonne habbe. Forði ic hohgode þæt ic scolde nan habban, forði ic wolde 
beon þi freora gode to þawianne.27 
 
[Thus said I: Do you not praise her so greatly so that I will desire her? Nevertheless it 
seems to me none the worse for a man who wants to serve God to have a wife, though 
they say it is better to have one for the bearing of children. I say though that for priests it 
is better to have none. Therefore I suppose that I ought to have none, because I would be 
the freer to serve God.] 

 
Alfred softens Augustine’s condemnation of marriage, but fails to present a definite position on 

either side. The initial question parallels the Latin, but the second sentence is less clear. 

Grammatically, the construction foþam . . . þeah sets the two clauses in opposition, while 

linguistically both halves of the sentence agree. Initially Alfred says that it is acceptable for a 

man who wants to serve God to have a wife, even better than not so that he may have children. 

Certainly for Alfred it is better; not only was he married himself, but celibacy is not for Alfred an 

acceptable goal. It is the duty of a king to produce an heir as Alfred, who married young and had 

more than five children, was clearly aware.28 Following this brief defense of marriage, however, 

he turns back and says that it is better for priests not to marry. This too is self-evident, and non-

specific; he does not identify the priests in question with himself. Although the final line comes 

down against marriage, it does so only with multiple qualifiers. Both “hogian” and “sculan” give 

an indefinite quality to the assertion, as though he is only speaking hypothetically.  

 Ultimately, the stance on marriage taken by the OE text is ambiguous. While Alfred does 

not totally refute Augustine’s condemnation of marriage his translation has none of the acerbity 

of the Latin text. His translation represents an intermediate position between his actual practice 

and Augustine’s recommendation. The fact that such an intermediate, between marriage and not 

                                                 
27 OE Soliloquies, 72-73. 
28 Alfred married at the age of 19. Asser, chap. 75 names five surviving children, besides those who died in infancy. 

 58



 59

marriage, is impossible accounts for the awkwardness of this passage, and confirms Alfred’s 

insistence on creating a text that is compatible with a dual ascription of narrative identity. 

 The political implications of Alfred’s use of narrative voice are clear. In his Boethius 

Alfred suggested that it is wisdom and virtue that make a man worthy of ruling a kingdom. In all 

of his translations he associates himself stylistically with some of the wisest and most virtuous 

men in history, thus proving that he is himself the ideal king. Moreover, by using psychological 

manipulation rather than rational argument there is nothing to which the reader can object. The 

sense that Alfred is virtuous and wise, and that these qualities make him a great king, remains, 

but the origin of this sense cannot be traced back to Alfred, who retains the image of modesty 

and Christian virtue, even though he created this image himself. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 Alfred’s literary projects were not a diversion from his larger work of governing, but a 

vital piece of his comprehensive political strategy. The wealth of information about Alfred 

consistently attests to the spirit of reform that dominated his reign. His establishment of the 

burghs, monastic reform, and his restoration of London all document Alfred’s attempts to gain 

more precise control over the maintenance and defense of his kingdom. His translations are more 

accurately understood as part of this same reform.  

 The preface to Pastoral Care, long understood to be the outline of Alfred’s educational 

reform program, provides the link between power and wisdom that is at the heart of the entire 

program. Moreover, it is this link that helps to explain the importance Alfred places on literacy, 

and makes his educational reforms make sense in the larger context of nation building in which 

Alfred was involved. Superior wisdom gives Alfred symbolic power over the clergy without his 

ever having to claim this status for himself. His tone is humble and deferent, downplaying his 

authority even while establishing the foundations of a greater authority than any English king 

had ever possessed. The program he outlines gives Alfred power as teacher over all those he 

makes his students, through his selection and translation of the “books most necessary.” Further, 

the prominent place given to English writing both supports English unity by emphasizing the 

whole of England and glorifies the English language by making it the vehicle for established 

Latin authors.  

 The translations themselves give further support to a politicized reading through their 

content and rhetoric. In the Boethius, the most secular of Alfred’s works, he manipulates the text 

so as to lend support to his views on kingship. By elaborating on themes already present in the 
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Latin text, Alfred argues that wisdom is the most important quality in a ruler, and the only 

essential one. He contrasts references in the Latin to foolish, wicked kings with an alternative 

that Boethius hardly allows to exist in the good and virtuous king. He need not explicitly say that 

he is the embodiment of this ideal; his identity as the translator and the giver of wisdom 

establishes this link implicitly.  

 Alfred further supports his own image by exaggerating the link between himself as 

translator and the authors of the source texts. This equation, supported in all of Alfred’s writings, 

encourages the reader to see in Alfred all of the qualities that apply to the author. The authors 

themselves—Boethius, Gregory, Augustine, and David—are al known for their wisdom, virtue, 

and holiness. All except David were venerated as saints.  

 The effects of these maneuvers are difficult to demonstrate. Certainly the extent of 

literacy Alfred envisioned was not actualized. However, Alfred’s translations are credited as an 

important influence in the monastic revival of the tenth century; they certainly survived as late as 

the twelfth. However, it is not necessary to separate the effects of the translation program from 

those of the other projects of Alfred’s reign, sharing as they do a common purpose. Of the four 

English kingdoms in existence at the beginning of Alfred’s reign, Wessex alone remained 

relatively undisturbed at the time of his death. Moreover, Alfred’s children and grandchildren 

strengthened his kingdom still further, and began to reclaim territory from the Vikings. These 

later kings exercised the power that Alfred’s strengthening of the West Saxon monarchy helped 

to make possible.  

 The present study is hardly exhaustive. I wished primarily to demonstrate that Alfred’s 

writings were political in nature rather than purely literary. The translations are part of a cohesive 

whole of Alfred’s life and work, rather than diversions from the more important work or ruling a 
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kingdom. This perspective offers new and more productive readings of these texts than many 

that have come earlier. Finally, it is important that Alfred’s writings be viewed as deliberate and 

well-crafted works, rather than as failed attempts at slavish translation. Testament to the truth of 

this statement exists already in the continued interest in Alfred’s work, far greater than poor 

translation could justify.  
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