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King Alfred the Great, who reigned from 871 to 899 AD, is widely regarded
as one of the most significant figures in English history. His military
prowess, political acumen, and cultural patronage left an indelible mark on
the development of England and its language. Among his many
achievements, King Alfred played a crucial role in the development of
English as a literary language and in promoting literacy and education
throughout his kingdom.

The Anglo-Saxon Period and the Origins of English

To understand King Alfred's contributions to the English language, it is
essential to delve into the linguistic landscape of England during the Anglo-
Saxon period. The Anglo-Saxons, Germanic tribes who migrated to Britain
from the 5th century onwards, brought with them their own language, which
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evolved into Old English. Old English was a complex and highly inflected
language, with a rich vocabulary and a sophisticated grammatical system.
However, it was primarily an oral language, with very little written literature
surviving from the period before King Alfred's reign.

King Alfred and the Promotion of Literacy

King Alfred recognized the importance of literacy and education for the
progress of his kingdom. He established schools and encouraged the
translation of Latin texts into Old English, making them accessible to a
wider audience. One of the most famous examples of these translations is
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a collection of historical records that became
an invaluable source of information about the Anglo-Saxon period. King
Alfred also commissioned the compilation of a legal code, known as the
Laws of Alfred, which standardized the laws of the realm and helped to
promote justice and order.

King Alfred's Legacy: The Development of English

King Alfred's patronage of literature and education had a profound impact
on the development of English as a literary language. The works
commissioned and translated during his reign laid the foundation for a rich
and vibrant literary tradition that would flourish in the centuries to come. Old
English literature, with its epic poems, religious texts, and historical
chronicles, became a source of inspiration for later writers and poets,
including Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare.

Moreover, King Alfred's efforts to promote literacy and standardize the
English language laid the groundwork for the development of Middle
English, the language spoken in England from the 12th to the 15th
centuries. Middle English, with its simplified grammar and increasingly



standardized spelling, made English more accessible to a wider range of
people, contributing to its widespread use in literature, commerce, and
everyday life.

The Role of Latin in King Alfred's English

While King Alfred was instrumental in promoting Old English as a literary
language, he also recognized the importance of Latin, the language of
learning and scholarship in Europe at the time. He encouraged the study of
Latin and commissioned the translation of numerous Latin works into Old
English. This exposure to Latin had a significant influence on the
development of English, enriching its vocabulary and influencing its
grammar and syntax. Many words that we use today, such as "school,"
"teacher," and "grammar," derive from Latin roots that were introduced into
English during King Alfred's reign.

King Alfred's Legacy: A Lasting Impact on English

The legacy of King Alfred English is evident in the English language we
speak today. Modern English, with its vast vocabulary, sophisticated
grammar, and rich literary tradition, is the result of centuries of evolution
that began with the foundations laid by King Alfred. His promotion of
literacy, his patronage of literature, and his standardization of the language
were instrumental in shaping English into the global language it is today.

King Alfred the Great stands as a towering figure in English history, a king
whose wisdom and foresight left an enduring legacy on his people and their
language. His contributions to the development of English as a literary
language, his efforts to promote literacy and education, and his patronage
of Latin scholarship laid the groundwork for the vibrant and expressive
language we use today.



Additional Resources

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

King Alfred the Great on Encyclopedia Britannica

King Alfred the Great on History.com
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