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This book of essays emanated from a conference held in the University of 

York in July 2004 and has, therefore, been some time in appearing. 

However, the wait has been worthwhile. There is great value in bringing 

together so many diverse points of view on one unified theme and the 

essays illuminate each other as well as the subject. Of course not all 

essays will interest all readers to the same extent. For this reason this 

review concentrates on summarising and commenting on each essay 

rather than on passing out subjective value judgements. 

Alice Jorgensen’s introductory essay starts by revisiting the 

familiar territory of the genesis of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and of 

whether we are reading one Anglo-Saxon Chronicle or multiple 

Chronicles. Using the two questions What are we reading? and How are 

we reading?, she introduces and summarises the papers included in the 

volume. These are divided into three parts. Part 1 contains five papers 

under the heading of ‘The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as Literature’ where the 

issues discussed include those of ‘style, cohesion, and literary effect’ (21). 

Part 2, ‘The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as History’, contains a further five 

papers, dealing with the Chronicle(s) as a source of data and with the 

way in which the Chronicle(s) can be seen as an ‘instrument of historical 

change’ (22). Part 3, ‘The Language of the Chronicle’, contains two papers 

both focusing on lexis and philology. The differing focuses of the papers 

in these three sections, it is argued, complement one another in offering 

interdisciplinary approaches to the material.      

Thomas Bredehoft’s paper offers carefully argued reasoning which 

leads him to the identification of a new poem within annal 1067D of the 

Chronicle. This poem, which he entitles Malcolm and Margaret, is printed 
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with notes and a translation as an appendix to his paper. A small portion 

of annal 1067D has been printed as a five-line poem since the edition of 

Earle and Plummer, but Bredehoft now identifies a poem of 35 lines 

written, he argues, not in classical Old English metre but in the ‘late Old 

English verse of the Chronicle and elsewhere’ (page 34). Bredehoft argues 

convincingly for stylistic and verbal parallels between this poem and 

Ælfrician rhythmic prose as Ælfric uses it in some of his homilies. 

Bredehoft then goes on to compare annal 1067E with 1067D and to put 

forward some interesting suggestions about the relationship between 

these two versions in the immediate post-Conquest years. Not all readers 

may be convinced by Bredehoft’s arguments but no one could deny that 

they present us with some most interesting ideas for consideration.  

In a compelling account, Susan Irvine discusses the production 

and sources of the Peterborough Chronicle (that is, version E) from its 

beginning up to the end of the First Continuation in 1131. It is generally 

accepted that the same scribe copied the annals up to 1121 as copied 

those of the next decade. Using palaeographical evidence, Irvine argues 

that the entries up to 1121 were copied over a fairly short period from a 

version of the Chronicle which extended from 60 BC to 1121 AD. Although 

no such Old English version of the Chronicle survives, Irvine uses Latin 

sources, in particular the Waverley Annals and Henry of Huntingdon’s 

Historia Anglorum, to support her argument. She argues convincingly 

that the Peterborough annalist incorporated specifically Peterborough 

material in such a way as ‘to ensure that the Interpolations are as 

unobtrusive as possible’ (53). Irvine then turns to the First Continuation 

and discusses various possible sources, focussing in particular on the 

relationship between the First Continuation, the Latin Chronicle of John 

of Worcester, and Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum. Her detailed 

and convincing arguments lead her to conclude that the evidence 
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supports the idea of an ‘active traffic in historical materials’ (66) at this 

period.  

Interestingly, Malasree Home’s essay is also concerned with the 

compilation and production of the Peterborough Chronicle (that is, 

version E). Home also focuses primarily on the period up until 1131, with 

emphasis on the Peterborough Interpolations and on the First 

Continuation. Home suggests that the annals of 1126 to 1131, 

concerning Abbot Henry of St Angély, who became Abbot of Peterborough 

in 1123, are where we can see most clearly ‘the emergence of a 

distinctive narrative voice’ (71). This narrative voice is shown in the 

language and imagery used, and in the use of exclamatory statements, 

all of which Home clearly exemplifies. Similar exclamatory statements 

occur in the earlier Interpolations: Home suggests that these are used in 

order to give a spurious immediacy to the narration of events written 

long after their occurrence. Their use as a stylistic device also binds 

together the pre-1121 annals and those of the First Continuation. 

Another stylistic device used for the same purpose may be the opening of 

each annal with an account of the king’s whereabouts that year. Home 

uses this structural and stylistic evidence to argue for the same person’s 

having been both scribe and chronicler of the Peterborough Chronicle up 

until 1131.  

In a well-argued paper, Jacqueline Stodnick examines the short, 

terse formulaic sentences that characterise both many of the early 

Chronicle entries and also some parts of the later entries. She suggests 

that it is not the chronological closeness of the entries to the events being 

described that determines their conciseness; rather, she argues that one 

use of their terseness is to give a deliberate ‘effect of contiguity’ (95) to 

events which were being described rather later. Several particular 

formulas are examined in detail, for example two exemplified in the annal 

for 1066: Her forðferde Eaduuard king, 7 Harold eorl feng to ðam rice, ‘In 
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this year King Edward dies and Earl Harold succeeded to the kingdom’. 

She suggests that the consistent use of the verb forðferde may be both to 

eliminate obvious differences in source material and also to forge a 

consistent vocabulary for historical writing. She points out that both 

these formulas are used of secular as well as of religious leaders, kings 

and earls as well as bishops and archbishops, thus clearly linking 

secular and ecclesiastical power and aiming ‘to incorporate the English 

within Christian history’ (102). Yet another use of formulaic repetition, 

she argues, is to suggest historical continuity by placing later events in 

the same context as that of earlier ones. There is a great deal of interest 

for historians, for linguists and for literary critics in this thought-

provoking essay.   

The final essay in Part 1 is by Alice Jorgensen. In this she 

concentrates on issues of narrative style and identity in the Æthelredian 

Chronicle of 983 to 1016, starting with manuscripts C, D and E. 

Jorgensen argues that the style of these entries is idiosyncratic and 

personal, a conclusion with which few would disagree. She points out 

literary devices used, such as antithesis, repetition and the use of 

keywords, which combine with evaluative comments on the events 

recounted to suggest ‘a partisan viewpoint and an analysing intelligence’ 

(117). This partisan narrator is used to indicate the feelings of English 

identity that arose at a critical historical juncture. Jorgensen then turns 

to the later, bilingual, F manuscript and compares its account of these 

same years. The F version deletes much of the personal comment which 

serves to ‘dismantle the emotionally involved narrator’ (123). Jorgensen 

argues that the F annalist deliberately reverts to the terse style of earlier 

annals in order to achieve a sense of continuity, and that the annalist is 

using his account of past events in such a way as to construct a post-

Conquest English identity.  
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The next five essays are grouped under the general heading of ‘The 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as History’. The first essay, by Barbara Yorke, 

returns in a refreshing and stimulating way to the long-standing 

discussion of how far the 7th- and 8th-century annals are written in order 

to reflect the concerns of Alfred and his scholarly circle; that is (although 

she does not use the expression): are they propaganda or truth? She 

gives a clear and lucid discussion of the annal for 755, which she places 

firmly in the context of its place in the Chronicle (something which is not 

always done), and also in the context of contemporary works such as the 

Old English Boethius, Alfred’s Laws and Will, Asser’s biography, and so 

on. She then turns to a discussion of parts of the 7th- and 8th-century 

material which appear to concentrate on issues of relevance to Alfred and 

his court. Such issues include the foundation of the monastery of 

Wimborne by Cuthburh, the burial places of kings, and royal visits to 

Rome. Yorke argues clearly and convincingly that these and other issues 

were matters of considerable importance to Alfred and his scholarly 

circle, in particular in their apparent ‘desire to undermine rival branches 

of the royal house’ (58). She also suggests, perhaps with less conviction 

since this is negative evidence, that certain issues that might have been 

expected in the annals do not in fact appear. These include things like 

the apparent lack of interest in most ecclesiastical foundations and in 

saints. Altogether this essay stands out as a lucid and stimulating 

discussion.  

Anton Scharer’s short paper compares the Common Stock of the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle with the Royal Frankish Annals, suggesting that 

both are attempts at official historiography. They both achieve this, he 

argues, not by telling untruths so much as by the careful selection of 

material, by being economical with awkward truths. In both cases, the 

overall picture presented is aided by the annals having been written in 

bursts, rather than having been written and read annually, thus allowing 
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for a consistent narrative approach to be built up and maintained. 

Scharer’s paper suggests some fascinating avenues for future 

comparative studies of this nature.  

Scott Thompson Smith discusses the annals for 910 to 946 in 

versions A and B which are concerned with territorial expansion of the 

Anglo-Saxon kingdom. His argument is that in these annals, as in many 

charters, the careful description of territorial boundaries is used ‘as a 

means of articulating and maintaining’ land possession (168). In the 

annals, the land possession referred to is that of the crown, under 

successive kings. The annals of these years record the construction of 

many new fortified burhs whose locations in the landscape are carefully 

described. Smith argues that, both in the annals and in charters, this 

detailed description of location ‘fuses the textual representation of 

boundaries with the representation of power’ (173). He ends his paper 

with the intriguing suggestion that the two poems, Battle of Brunnanburh 

(s.a. 937) and Capture of the Five Boroughs (s.a. 942) are similarly clearly 

focused on land, boundaries and royal succession. 

Ryan Lavelle concentrates on Wessex in the later Anglo-Saxon 

period, principally the ninth and tenth centuries. He compares evidence 

gleaned from charters and legal codes, from Domesday Book’s records of 

royal estates, and from the locations of principal events in the Chronicle, 

to discuss the geography of power, or in his words, ‘our understanding of 

perceptions of Anglo-Saxon royal power in the landscape’ (189). An 

important aspect of this essay is the close examination of words and 

expressions used in the various sources. He discusses words for places 

(tun, villa regiae, ‘farm of one night’, and so on), and also what is 

provided there, mainly feorm (‘sustenance’). The discussion of where, 

when and to whom feorm is provided is particularly interesting. The 

essay ends with a detailed and useful table of comparisons of the 

locations of Viking warfare in the various sources.  
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Alex Woolf’s essay on the reporting of Scotland in the Chronicle is 

a closely argued account of the various peoples and people-names 

encountered in the Chronicle, in particular the Scottas, the Peohtas, the 

Cumbere and the Stræcledwalas. Following a listing of the occurrences of 

these names, with commentary, in the Chronicle (principally in MS A), 

Woolf goes on to draw some possible conclusions. He notes, for example, 

that the use of the term Peohtas disappears some time after 875, so that 

apparently ‘Pictland had been transformed into Scotland at some point 

between 875 and the mid- to late 920s’ (page 227). More nuanced 

arguments concern the relationship between the Cumbere and the 

Stræcledwalas, and also the exact significance of the term Scotland. 

Using the evidence of spellings of some names of Celtic origin, and 

demonstrating his familiarity with linguistic as well as with historical 

evidence, Woolf tentatively suggests that those responsible for some of 

these Chronicle entries might have had connections with Welsh scribes 

or Welsh ecclesiastics. 

Jayne Carroll, in the first of the two essays comprising Part 3 of 

the collection, discusses the mint-signatures appearing on coins in 

relation to places appearing in the Chronicle. She makes the important 

point that although mints were generally located in places of some 

importance, yet one-third of those attributable to known places are not 

mentioned in the Chronicle. A clear instance is Cissbury in Sussex which 

is not only unrecorded in the Chronicle but in fact is not recorded at all 

until the late sixteenth century. In other instances the mint-signatures 

and the Chronicle information complement each other, as in the case of 

Derby, one of the few places recorded in the pre-Conquest Chronicle that 

has a name of Scandinavian origin. Carroll then turns to the orthography 

of the mint-signatures and demonstrates how some coin spellings 

support, while others dismantle, etymologies derived from the Chronicle 

spellings; examples of these are, respectively, Stafford and Cricklade. 



 

 

Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 3.1 (2011) 12 

 

Carroll’s final point is that coin spellings may be closer to the 

pronunciation of the spoken language than spellings preserved in 

manuscript sources. This idea is of great interest to the present reviewer 

since she has in the past suggested the same in respect of non-coin 

inscriptional spellings.   

Sara Pons-Sanz’s essay discusses the use and integration of Norse-

derived vocabulary in versions of the Chronicle other than the 

Peterborough Chronicle. She deals with annals up to the tenth century, 

with the annals of 983 to 1022, with the Abingdon Chronicle and with 

the late eleventh-century northern annals. Unsurprisingly, the early 

annals have little Norse-derived lexis and what there is is mainly 

concerned with seafaring and warfare, for example, sumorlida (summer 

army) and eorl (earl). Norse-derived words are more in evidence by the 

late tenth-century annals and include some legal terms such as grið 

(peace) and utlagian (to outlaw). The Abingdon Chronicle contains new 

words such as merc as a unit of currency and niðing (villain). New 

expressions from the northern annals include scinn (skin, fur) and 

hofding (chief, leader). Pons-Sanz concludes by pointing out that the 

Chronicle is not conservative, lexically speaking, but is indeed on 

occasion the first text to record some technical terms derived from Norse.  

This reviewer admits to a clear bias in favour of those essays which 

are not diffuse but which are well-focused on the topic under discussion. 

Of the twelve essays which form the bulk of this volume, three stand out 

for her personally, those by Susan Irvine, Barbara Yorke and Jayne 

Carroll. All three not only put forward stimulating ideas, as do many of 

the essays in this volume, but they are in addition clearly argued with 

the evidence convincingly presented. 
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