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Ælfred is the only English king to have gained the epithet 'Great'.  Like Winston Churchill the 
West Saxon hero ensured history's enduring thanks by writing his own.  He lived his whole 
life during the turmoil of the 9th century when Britain's states were constantly threatened 
with Scandinavian conquest and yet he was able to bring about something of a cultural 
renaissance among the Anglo-Saxons.  In this course Max takes a long hard look at Ælfred's 
career and times to see if there is a chink in the armour of the perfect English king and if, as 
has often been claimed, Ælfred's legacy was a united England. 
 
Session 1 
Britain in 850.  Ælfred was born in 849 at Wantage, In Berkshire.  His father, grandfather and 
four elder brothers were kings of Wessex before him; all had ruled during a period of 
sustained attacks by Viking armies.  What was the culture of Wessex and the wider British 
Isles, and how did its kings respond to external threat? 
 
Session 2 
The mycel hæðen here.  In 865 a great Host landed in East Anglia not to raid but to conquer.  
Their arrival precipitated a crisis which last for almost a century.  In this session we look at 
the geography of their campaigns, the Continental context and the effect of the invasion on 
Britain's internal politics. 
 
Session 3 
From Ashdown to Edington.  Ælfred succeeded as king in the worst possible circumstances: 
the middle of a year of running battles against a formidable enemy playing by a new set of 
rules.  By the winter of 877 the king of Wessex was the last man standing, ruling no more 
than a few acres of fetid Somerset marshes.  Cakes and other myths are scrutinised… 
 
Session 4 
Back to school.  During the 880s Ælfred had to reinvent the Anglo-Saxon state in order to 
develop a long-term solution to the Viking threat.  His reputation rests on the achievements 
of this decade.  How do we evaluate historical claims for his brilliance when most of the 
history of his reign was written by his friends? 
 
Session 5 
Legacy.  One last, sustained campaign of conquest between 893 and 896 tested Ælfred's 
reforms in military organisation to the limit and allow us to assess his career more 
dispassionately.  How did he ensure that those who came after secured and expanded on his 
achievements?  How far was the Britain of 900 different from that which he inherited? 
 
Suggested reading  Alfred the Great.  The Penguin classic, compiled by Keynes and Lapidge 
and easily available, contains the Life of King Ælfred by Bishop Asser, sections of the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, and various other important documents including his laws and some of his 
own writings.  The introduction in particular is worth reading. 


