
Enquiry Question: Who shaped England to 1066? 

 

2.4 Alfred and the idea of kingship 

 

Recap: What kind of leader was Alfred?  

1. Pick one colour.  Annotate around the picture below all the things we already know Alfred and 

his style of leadership. Use quotations and specific examples to support your ideas.  

2. We are now going to read an extract from Simon Schama’s, The History of Britain.  

a. As you read, highlight Schama’s ideas about how Alfred shaped the idea of kingship 

b. In a different colour, add these ideas around the outside of the picture below 
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How did Alfred shape the idea of kingship? 
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Key Terms  

Kingship 

The state of being a king 

Fervent 

Passionate  

Dynasty 

A line of hereditary (by 

birth) rulers of a country  

Consul 

One of two Roman officials 

who ruled the Roman 

republic 

Adapted from Schama, A History of Britain (pg. 59-

61). 

By the time he died in 899, Alfred had 

transformed the idea of kingship. The ability to 

fight remained important; it had been at the heart 

of his success. But Alfred also placed emphasis on 

other attributes, too.  

One of these was justice. Alfred was the first king 

to set about combining different law codes into a 

single, coherent whole. He had them written 

down so that his subjects (at least the half of them 

who were not slaves) could have access to royal 

justice.  

Another role was as educator. Alfred established 

schools, not just for his family and the court but 

for all his nobility, too. It was a statement of 

intent: that those who governed should do so as 

learned, literate men – rather than the bearers of 

swords and the takers of purses.  

 

Alfred’s most fervent conviction was that the 

condition of exercising power was the 

possession of knowledge.  

Although the dynasty of the House of Wessex 

was battered and bloodied, the ideal of English 

kingship that had crystallized under Alfred 

persisted.  

In many ways, at its heart, ironically, the notion 

of English kingship was a Roman ideal of rule. 

Alfred had in many ways been the most Roman 

of Saxons. When he was just a child in 853, his 

father, Aethelwulf, had sent him on a special 

mission to Rome where Pope Leo IV had 

dressed the little fellow in the imperial purple of 

a Roman consul and set around his waist the 

sword-belt of a Romano-Christian warrior.  

 

As the ‘first king of the Angles’, Alfred 

helped shape how people in England 

thought a king should behave. In many 

ways, he was the model to which later 

generations of monarch aspired.     
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Key Terms  

Inaugurated  

Started  

 

The Reformation 

Movement in the 16th 

century which opposed the 

abuses of Catholicism and 

started the Protestant 

Church  

Charlemagne 

King of the Franks, ruler 

over modern day France 

and Germany. Appointed 

Holy Roman Emperor in 

800.  

Emulation 

An effort to match 

someone 

Learning Latin in his adult life and translating 

Pope Gregory’s Pastroal Care finally set the seal 

on this ardent Christian Romanism. Alfred even 

inaugurated the tradition by which every year, 

in return for freeing the English quarter of the 

city from taxes, the alms of the king and people 

of England would be sent to Rome. It was a 

tradition that would last over 500 years, ending 

only with the Henry VIII’s Reformation.   

If Alfred had a model for his new Christian 

kingship it was surely that of Charles the Great, 

more commonly known as Charlemagne (right). 

Alfred’s policy of bringing learned clerics to 

court seems to have been a direct emulation of 

the Frankish king, who brought Alcuin of York. 

When Alfred’s grandson was (twice) formally 

crowned king of England in 973, the rituals – the 

anointing, the investment with orb and sceptre, 

the cries of acclamation, ‘Long live the king, may 

the king live forever’ – owed as much to the 

Roman as to the Frankish tradition.  

And where did these two coronations take 

place? Bath and Chester: the two places that 

embodied the fusion of Rome and ancient 

Britain.  
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