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The past two decades have witnessed a surge of interest in Alfredian literature, as debate
has moved beyond the question of royal authorship to consider the full range of literary
activity during this period. While earlier research was dominated by studies of the small
corpus of works thought to be have been composed by King Alfred himself,2 scholars are
now paying more attention to previously neglected works such as the Old English
Dialogues (Johnson 2007, 2014; Irvine 2024b), Orosius (Godden 2011; Leneghan 2015;
Khalaf 2024) and Bede (Johnson 2014; Waite 2024), as well as contemporary Anglo-
Latin writing (Gallagher 2017, 2019, 2024). In step with these developments, material
which had often been treated as non-literary is now coming to the fore, including the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (Anlezark, forthcoming), legal and administrative texts
(Jurasinski and Oliver 2021; Pitt 2022; Rabin and Adair 2023) and medical writing
(Kesling 2020). Others have drawn attention to the literary output of the reigns of
Alfred’s successors, his son Edward the Elder and grandson Zthelstan (Leneghan 2015;
Konshuh 2024; Kesling 2024), as well as exploring how Alfred’s reputation as scholar-
king and national saviour was forged in this period (Godden 2013; Marafioti 2015).
This special issue serves as a companion-piece to the chapters collected in Faulkner
and Leneghan (2024), with a sharper focus on works that until recently were typically
relegated to the margins of Alfredian studies. Studies of Alfredian writing have naturally
focused on the dramatic upsurge in vernacular prose writing in this period. However,
several of the articles in this collection highlight how Old English poetry continued to
play an important role, both as a means of educating and entertaining readers, lay and
clerical, and as a source of historical information for prose authors. Beginning with
Asser’s story of how the young Alfred memorised a book of “Saxonica poemata” (“English
songs”) in his Life of Alfred ch. XI, Mercedes Salvador-Bello uncovers the history of
poetic anthologies in early medieval England. Building on Kenneth Sisam’s suggestion
(1953, 107-8) that the collection that lies behind our present late-tenth century copy of
the Exeter Book was compiled in the reign of Alfred or shortly thereafter, Salvador-Bello
presents new evidence for connections between the Anthologia Latina and English
poetry from the seventh to tenth centuries. In his contribution, Daniel Anlezark weighs
up the evidence for the influence of poetic sources on early entries in the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, a work thought to have initiated at Alfred’s court. Engaging with arguments
for the influence of the thought of John Scotus Eriugena on Alfredian literature

1 See especially Discenza and Szarmach (2014); Faulkner (2023); Irvine (2024a); and Faulkner
and Leneghan (2024). I would like to thank all the contributors, Amanda Roig-Marin, Jordi
Sanchez-Marti and the anonymous reviewers for their work on this special issue.

2 The royal corpus has traditionally been held to comprise the Old English Pastoral Care,
Boethius, Soliloquies and (sometimes) the Prose Psalms. For a major study which focuses on this
group of texts, see, for example, Pratt (2007); Frantzen (1986) focuses on this same corpus,
though he also includes a chapter on Alfred’s law code (the Domboc). For debates about the extent
of Alfred’s personal involvement in translation, see Godden (2007, 2009); Bately (2009, 2014).
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(Treschow 1993; Ponirakis 2021), Tatyana Solomonik-Pankrashova investigates
mystical themes in the Metres of Boethius. A pronounced interest in the inner workings
of the mind has been detected in various Alfredian works (Faulkner 2019, 2022; Burns
2024), as well as across the wider corpus of Old English and Anglo-Latin literature more
generally (Godden 2008; Mize 2006, 2008, 2013; Lockett 2011). In her contribution,
Eleni Ponirakis explores nautical imagery—in particular the metaphor of “the ship of the
mind”—in a range of Alfredian works, including Asser, the Old English Pastoral Care
and Andreas, a poem which has been tentatively dated to the late ninth or early tenth
century. With the general shift in scholarship away from the concept of Alfred as author
onto the wider literary culture of the period, the important contribution of Mercian
scholars across the long ninth century is becoming increasingly recognised (Rauer 2019,
2024). The Mercian Bishop Werferth of Worcester is the subject of the last two essays in
this collection: David Johnson discusses eschatological themes in Werferth’s translation
of Gregory the Great’s Dialogues, a work which Alfred commissioned; finally, Brittany
Hanlon highlights the use of literary language in a Mercian charter concerning a dispute
involving Werferth and a priest named ZAthelwald.

Together these essays reflect the increasing diversity of scholarship on Alfredian
literature, raising questions about the transmission and reception of Old English poetry
and prose, the development of vernacular psychology, theology and spirituality, and the
boundaries of the literary.
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