Warfare, Poetry and the Community of
the Realm 1 Later Anglo-Saxon England

Andrew Holland

This paper will explore the relationship between contlict and collective
identity in later Anglo-Saxon England. I will primarily focus on three
Old English poems from the tenth or early eleventh centuries, 7he
Battle of Brunanburh, The Capture of the Five Boroughs, and The
Battle of Maldon, to discuss how the representation of conflict in textual
sources communicates collective identity and integrates different ‘layers’
of identity within a heterogeneous realm. These poems have sometimes
been seen as straightforward ‘patriotic” expressions of a homogeneous
Anglo-Saxon identity.' However, ethnicity is much less important in the
poems than social relationships between the king and his leading
subjects. By centring collective identity around the military success of
the royal dynasty through a distinctly non-ethnic lens, these poems
contributed to the West Saxon dynasty’s rhetoric of protection and
military leadership.

Brunanburh and Five Boroughs are found in The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, where they appear in entries under annals for 937 and 942
respectively, though there 1s some confusion regarding chronology for
the 940-3 annals, which will be discussed below.” The poems are
mserted at a point where the Chronicle’s record becomes notably more
attenuated than in previous decades. Entries for the period between 865
and 924 are almost annual, while the forty-nine years between 926 and
975 receive only thirty-five entries across the various versions of the
Chronucle, occasionally offering significant chronological challenges.
Unlike the other poems, Maldon is not in the Chronicle; the eleventh-
century manuscript contaiing the poem was destroyed in the Cotton
fire of 1731." All three poems are usually believed to have been
composed within a few decades of the events they purport to describe.
It is sometimes suggested that Brunanburh and Five Boroughs date to
the reign of Edmund because of his prominence in the poems.’
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However, Stenton’s suggestion that the poems should be dated to the
late 950s deserves attention, and a case will be made below that the reign
of Edgar provides a plausible context for the composition of
Brunanburh and Five Boroughs. Meanwhile, the dating of Maldon is
controversial, but it was composed no later than the first quarter of the
eleventh century, and it may be nearly contemporary to the battle itself.’

The Battle of the Brunanburh and The Capture of the Five
Boroughswere incorporated into MSS A-D of the Chronicle, suggesting
that they derived from a common source.” They seem to be directly
related to the political project of the Cerdicing kings and specific to the
political contexts of the mid-tenth century. Maldon, on the other hand,
may not have emanated from a royal court per se - the king receives
only a single mention, for instance - but it will be seen that the poem
uses similar techniques and strategies to Brunanburh and Five
Boroughs. This might suggest that the effect of the chronicle poems in
the decades after their production and dissemination was to help foster
a common cultural mode between the royal court and the aristocracy
that emphasised the interpersonal relationships between the king and
his subjects in martial terms, representing a link between the royal court
and the provinces communicated through agents such as Ealdorman
Byrhtnoth, the protagonist of Maldon.

Ethnicity 1s a cultural identity that encompasses a range of shared
attributes, including language, law, religion, dress and accessories, and
the belief in a common descent, homeland, or kinship. These attributes
need not all align with each other, and one should be wary of being too
rigid. Furthermore, an ethnicity does not require a corresponding
polity. An ethnic identity can encompass other ‘nested’ expressions of
identity, and regional variation regarding legal practice, dress and
accessorles, and dialect, among other things, must also be
acknowledged. The point at which regional variation flows into a new
ethnicity is not fixed, and there could be considerable ambiguity in this
regard. Much important work in the past decades on early medieval
ethnicity has emphasised that it was ‘functional’, and it could be
deployed strategically to draw distinctions between in-groups and out-
groups.’ The question of identity in Anglo-Saxon England has been a
matter of no small importance to historians. In particular, seminal work
by Patrick Wormald and Sarah Foot has been influential in shaping the
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contours of the debate, establishing a framework for understanding the
development of a later Anglo-Saxon - or Englisc, to use the vernacular
- 1dentity ultimately derived from Pope Gregory I and Bede’s Historia
FEcclesiastica, in which a sense of cohesion was mobilised by the court
of Alfred, and which expanded under Alfred’s heirs as hitherto
independent groups in Britain submitted to the Cerdicing dynasty in the
tenth century.’

As early as 731, Bede could write of the gens Anglorum. In doing
s0, he particularly emphasised shared language. In one of the most
famous passages of the Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede describes the five
languages of the gentes of Britain: English, British, Irish, and Pictish,
with the unifying language of Latin being common to them all."” Bede
also dwells on the shared homeland and common descent of the
Anglorum siue Saxonum gens, who he claims arrived in Britain in three
ships from among ‘three powerful peoples of Germania (Germaniae
populis), the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes’." The use of the vernacular was
important in both literature and history writing. Various versions of 7he
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle were kept in English through the end of the
Anglo-Saxon period. English also served as the language of law codes
and other legal documents, and the vernacular was used prominently in
sermons, biblical translations, translations of patristic writing,
hagiography, and poetry, among much else.” Newcomers were
encouraged to adopt English names at times. For instance, when
Guthrum was baptized i 878, he adopted the baptismal name of
Athelstan, and when Emma of Normandy married A'thelred II in
1002, she took (or was given) the English name Alfgifu.” The alleged
common descent of the Anglo-Saxon dynasties was emphasised n
genealogical material that stressed common descent from Woden."
Law codes suggest a common legal culture. For instance, the
mtroduction to the laws of Alfred notes that the king collected laws that
seemed good from his own West Saxon predecessors as well as from
Mercia and Kent.” Shared religious custom could also signal ethnicity.
This need not always be the case, but after the conversion, the adoption
of paschal conformity, and the universal acceptance among the Anglo-
Saxons of the primacy of Canterbury, it could be useful to frame an
Anglo-Saxon Christian 1dentity In contrast to, say, pagans. This
oppositional relationship is articulated in textual sources when, for
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example, external invasion by heathens was described as the result of
widespread sin among the gens." As shall be discussed below, however,
such oppositional techniques of communication were situationally
useful and could bely a more complex political reality.

As the West Saxon dynasty expanded in the tenth century,
previously independent polities were incorporated - sometimes
tenuously - into a single kingdom, and by the middle of the century,
most Angles and Saxons were subjects of the descendants of Alfred of
Wessex. Historlans of the so-called ‘Late Anglo-Saxon State’ have often
focused on the relative strength of the Cerdicing kings during this
period, the homogeneity of administrative structures such as shires and
hundreds, and an apparent sense of ‘national’ unity.” At the same time,
however, the tenth- and eleventh-century kingdom could tend toward
regionalism and it was ethnically diverse, encompassing populations of
Anglo-Saxons, Britons, and Scandinavians.”

With this diversity in mind, Susan Reynolds argued in 1985 that
the tenth-century Cerdicing kings were ‘reges Anglorurn, and their
subjects, correspondingly, were Angl, whatever their ethnic
background, as opposed to newcomers recently arrived from
Scandinavia and who were enemies of the king."” Indeed, much recent
work on ethnic identities has emphasised this ambiguity. For example,
both Dawn Hadley and Matthew Innes have written about the
longstanding regional distinctiveness of Northumbria and the East
Midlands within the English kingdom, in which a specifically ‘Danish’
identity was situational and could be articulated at need.”

Reynolds’s point is further supported by the work of Edward James
and Patrick Geary on the Franks. They have focused particularly on
how military activity could centre collective identity around kingship.
Geary has written that ‘Essentially, the terms Francr, Alamanni,
Burgundiones, Gothi and the like appeared in connection with kings
and with war. The kings were kings of peoples, as were dukes, and by
far the most common use of the ethnic labels was to modify the names
of kings. When Gregory, Fredegar, or the author of the Liber Historiae
Francorum speak of peoples, they normally meant the warriors, the
army. The gens Francorumwas the exercitus Francorum, led by its king
orits duces.”™ As Edward James wrote, Gregory of Tours is ‘best known
for doing something he did not do: [writing] an ethnic history, the
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History of the Franks.” James notes that Gregory only uses ‘Frank’ or
‘Franks’ in forty-eight passages of his lengthy history, normally in
formulae such as regnum or reges Francorum. The word seems to be
used to describe people who were politically active, those at the king’s
court or assembled in the army. This suggests a layering of identity, in
which local identities, perhaps organised around one’s civitas, ran
alongside one’s ‘public’ or political identity, in which those within the
Frankish kingdom and subject to the king of the Franks were Franks.”
One might mostly think in terms of being an Arvernian at home, but a
Frank when associated with the king or on campaign against, say, the
Burgundians.

Was it the same in Anglo-Saxon society? There 1s evidence to
suggest that this could be the case during the Anglo-Saxon period. The
gens Anglorum was something that could be conceptualised before
there was any semblance of political unity. However, the creation of a
unitary English kingdom did not obliterate other layers of collective
identity. The continued relevance of a Mercian political identity, for
instance, manifested itself at several points.” This can be seen in other
guises, as smaller groups of peoples that together comprised the gens
Anglorum flit in and out of the textual record. For example, in the
Chronicle’s account of the Battle of Assandun in 1016, the chronicler
describes how Edmund Ironside gathered together his army from ealle
Engla peode (‘all the people of the English’). After Edmund’s defeat at
the hands of Cnut, the chronicler ascribes blame to the Magonsate, the
people of modern Herefordshire and Shropshire who were allegedly
the first to flee the field.” This suggests that these sublayers of collective
identity within the broad umbrella of the gens Anglorum continued to
be relevant in the eleventh century. In this case, the lesser-order identity
was used as a scapegoat for military defeat. If the account is accurate, it
suggests that such strata of collective 1dentity could have also remained
relevant for the purposes of military organisation.

As the Cerdicing dominion expanded, varied groups needed to be
accommodated within a wider community of the realm. Kingship
provided a means to centre political identity. Warfare, in both its
conduct and memorialisation, provided a medium through which to
communicate such identity around the royal dynasty. Multi-ethnic
aristocratic  solidarities expressed 1n martial terms can be seen
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throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. In his 734 Letter to Ecgberht,
Bede complains that, without available land to be granted as a reward
for service, the sons of nobles and discharged soldiers will ‘go across the
sea’ to take service with foreign lords ‘and abandon their country, which
they ought to fight for.”™ In the eighth-century Vita Sancti Guthlacr, the
hagiographer Felix wrote of how during his warlike youth, Guthlac
‘gathered together companions from diverse gentes and from all
directions’ and amassed ‘immense plunder’.” In the 890s (probably
893), Asser wrote of Alfred’s household that ‘many Franks, Frisians,
Gallr, pagans, Britons, Irish and Bretons willingly subjected themselves
to his lordship.” This latter example does not explicitly say that being
subject to Alfred’s lordship required military service, but it should not
be ruled out. We see in these examples how elite cohesion was centred
upon the construction of a household or retinue that was diverse and
heterogeneous; the examples suggest class-based rather than ‘ethnic’
solidarities that relied upon the mterpersonal connections between
lords and their men.

A hinal example that 1s particularly mstructive is the 1014 will of the
atheling Athelstan, the eldest son of King Althelred II. When
A'thelstan died, he made the following bequest:

[To Old Minster, Winchester:] the sword and silver hilt wrought
by Wullric, and the golden belt and arm-ring which Wullfric
wrought, and the drinking-horn which I had bought from the
community at Old Minster... the silver-hilted sword that belonged
to Ulfketel, and the byrnie which Morcar has, and the horse
which Thurbrand gave me, and the white horse which Leofwine
gave me, and to my brother Edmund I grant the sword which
belonged to King Offa, and the sword with the pitted hilt, and a
blade, and a silver-inlaid trumpet... and I grant to my brother
Eadwig a silver-inlaid sword... and I grant to Bishop Alfsige... a
black stallion... and to my mass priest Alfwine... the ornamented
sword which belonged to Wihtar, and a horse with tack, and to
my ‘dish-thegn” Allfmeer a roan stallion and a damaged sword...
and I grant to Sigeferth a sword, and a horse, and my curved
shield... and I grant to Eadric, the son of Wynfled, the sword on
which the hand 1s marked. And I grant to my retainer A<thelwine



Warfare, Poetry and the Community of the Realm 7

the sword which he has given me. And I grant to Alfnoth my
sword-sharpener, the damaged ornamented sword...

Many of the men named in Althelstan’s will were notable in their own
right: Ulfketel - a Scandinavian name - who had given the atheling a
silver-hilted sword was the ealdorman of East Anglia who fought against
Sweyn Forkbeard at Thetford in 1004 and at Ringmere in 1010.”
Morcar, to whom Athelstan had given a mail byrnie, was a landholder
in Derbyshire and Leicestershire.”” Thurbrand the Hold, another man
with a Scandinavian name, was a prominent magnate in Northumbria,”
and Leofwine was the Ealdormen of the Hwicce.” Athelstan’s brothers,
Edmund and Eadwig are self-explanatory, and Alfsige was the Bishop
of Winchester. Thus, the will demonstrates the way Athelstan
maintained horizontal connections with his brothers and some of the
chief lay and ecclesiastical magnates from across the realm. However,
the will also demonstrates Aithelstan’s vertical connections: he
remembers his mass-priest, his ‘dish-thegn’ (steward), his sword-
sharpener, and some of his retainers. The bequeathing of swords,
shields and horses appears instrumental as a medium through which to
create an affinity between a cross-section of society in a way that was
personally meaningful. It also played on their sense of history and
regional loyalty. Althelstan gave his brother Edmund a sword belonging
to King Offa of Mercia, which must have been over 200 years old if it
was genuine. The will demonstrates the way interpersonal relationships
were mediated through the imagery and equipment of warfare, which
acted as an agent of social cohesion and helped to forge a solidarity;
presumably the intent was that this would form an important backbone
of support for A'thelstan had he become king. Most importantly for the
purposes of this paper, the affinity described in the will cuts across
apparent ethnic divisions and features beneficiaries who - at least
through their names - signalled a Scandinavian identity.

Old English literature provided a means to communicate the
connection between the king, warfare, and collective 1dentity. The
examples that will be discussed below navigated both the ambiguities
between different Anglo-Saxon groups and between different ethnicities
in the tenth- and eleventh-century kingdom. It is important not to
confuse literary motf with historical reality, but it would also be unwise
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to dismiss such sources out of hand.” Such literature could still reflect
the pretentions or aspirations of the audience and shape perceptions of
what was admirable or shameful. Even 1if such poems seem
anachronistic or unrealistic, the depiction of the king and his men in a
heroic mode could still be an important way to form an affinity. Such
literary motifs had a long lifespan and persisted through the end of the
Anglo-Saxon period. Edward the Confessor was provided with an
encomiastic obituary in the Chronicle, which described the king in
martial terms as the ruler of a heterogeneous realm of Angles, Saxons,
Britons, and Scots: “That ruler of heroes lavish of riches... He governed
well the Welshmen, A'thelred’s son, ruled Britons and Scots, Angles
and Saxons, his mighty champions. All that the cold sea waves
encompass / brave young warriors faithfully obeyed King Edward the
noble... At length he came forth in splendid array, a virtuous king, pure
and mild, Edward the noble guarding his homeland, land and people.”™

The Battle of Brunanburh describes Althelstan’s great battle of
937.” In the poem, Athelstan is described as a ‘lord of nobles, [and
the] ring-giver to men.’ For he and his brother Edmund, ‘it was natural
to men of their kindred to be often in the field against every foe, to
defend their land, their treasure, and their homes.”™ The poet
immediately establishes the legitimacy of Afthelstan and Edmund
through their lineage and their martial prowess in the defence of their
homes. The poet mentions the ‘mounted companies’ (eoredcystum) of
the West Saxons and stoutness of the Mercians (Myrce ne wyrndon
heardes handplegen...), but the poet also writes that after the battle the
brothers ‘sought their kinsmen in the land of the West Saxons (cyppe
sohton Wessexena land).” The final paragraph is worth quoting in full:

Never vet in this island before this, by what books tell us and our
ancient sages, was a greater slaughter of a host made by the edge
of the sword, since the Angles and Saxons came hither from the
east, invading Britain over broad seas, the proud assailants,
warriors eager for glory, overcame the Britons and won a country
(eard).

The Brunanburh poet was attempting to strike a delicate balance. On
the one hand, the prowess of West Saxons and the Mercians 1s equally
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recognised, and they are mentioned distinctly, suggesting deference to
the regional particularism of both kingdoms. For most of the poem,
Athelstan and Edmund are described in neutral terms, but in the
aftermath of the battle they are both explicitly inked to Wessex. It may
be that the poet was deliberately seeking to associate Aithelstan with
Wessex, given the alleged coolness the West Saxons had toward him.”
It may also be that the poet’s word choice was sufficiently ambiguous to
acknowledge A'thelstan’s West Saxon lineage without depicting him as
a specifically “West Saxon’ king at the expense of the Mercians.

This seems more likely given the final paragraph, in which the
battle 1s put in a broader historical context. For the poet, Brunanburh
represents the climax of a series of battles fought for hegemony over
Britain. It may be that by ‘books... and ancient sages’, the poet refers to
the early entries of the common stock of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (or
its sources), in which various origin myths were stitched together.41 The
Chronicle’s origin legends are largely silent regarding the Angles. Of the
thirty-six entries of the Chronicle between s.a. 449, the year given for
the arrival of ‘Hengest and Horsa’, and 601, the year Augustine received
the pallium, six entries are devoted to the line of Hengest and Horsa;42
four are given for the Jutes of the Isle of Wight and Hampshire;43 three
concern the line of Alle and the South Saxons;44 and eighteen are
devoted to the line of Cerdic, who would become the progenitor of the
West Saxons.45 Only five entries concern the Northumbrian Angles: a
genealogy for Ida of Bernicia s.a. 547; a genealogy for Alle of the
Deirans s.a. 560 (with an obit for Ida in MS E for the same year); an
obit for Alle and a note of Althelric’s accession s.a. 588; a note of
Acthelinth of Bernicia’s accession s.a. 593; and in 601, when Paulinus
1s introduced, it is noted as an aside that he would convert King
Edwin.46 No entries mention the Mercians or any other Angles, and of
those five meagre entries, none provide origin stories. Perhaps, then,
the intent of the Brunanburh poet was to join the Angles and Saxons
together by giving them a shared history, as suggested by the final lines
of the poem. By depicting the alliance between the Anglian Mercians
and the West Saxons in such heroic fashion, the Mercians are woven
mto the story and put on the path of a common future within the
mperium of the Cerdicing kings.
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If the poem treads carefully around the relationship between the
West Saxons and the Mercians, the Brunanburh poet was also notably
delicate mn his treatment of Acthelstan’s enemies. Indeed, much is left
unsaid. Athelstan’s chief enemies at Brunanburh were Olaf
Guthirithson, (Amlaib mac Gofraid), the Norse king of Dublin and
Constantine (Causantin mac Aeda) of Alba; Owain ap Dymwal, king of
the Britons of Strathclyde, may also have been among the allies but he
is not mentioned in the Chronicle.” In an omission that seems
conspicuous, the poet does not mention Danes at all. This is rather
striking. It is plausible - even likely - that there were Danes, long since
settled In eastern England, among the Mercian troops fighting with
Athelstan. On the other hand, it 1s impossible to rule out the possibility
that there were Danes among the king’s enemies. The Annals of
Clonmacnorse, which survive in the form of a seventeenth-century
English translation specifically claim that Olaf invaded ‘with the help of
the Danes of that [i.e. Athelstan’s| kingdom.””

In contrast, the Scots are referred to explicitly, and on two
occasions Olaf’s followers are referred to as ‘Northmen’.” Otherwise,
Athelstan’s enemies are ‘pirates’, ‘sailors’, or generically ‘northerners’:
the latter could equally refer to the followers of Olaf, the Scots, or the
Britons of Strathclyde. There is also some evidence to suggest that there
were Northumbrians among A'thelstan’s enemies. These may also be
among the ‘northerners’ referred to. Athelstan subdued Northumbria
in 927, after the death of his brother-in-law Sihtric.” While progressing
north in 934 to conduct a campaign in Scotland, Athelstan 1ssued a
charter at Nottingham granting land at Amounderness that ‘he had
bought with no small amount of money’ to the church of York, and
shortly thereafter he made a grant to the community of St Cuthbert at
Chester-le-Street.” Nevertheless, it may be that all was not well in the
north. In the Annals of Clonmacnoise, a certain ‘Adulf McEtulfe, king
of the North Saxons’ has an obit for 934.” This is probably Athelwulf
son of Eadwull.” It has been suggested that Athelwulf held some sort
of royal authority north of the Tyne, possibly with the support of
Constantine, and his death may have provided the impetus for
Athelstan’s invasion in 934.” Finally, a panegyric devoted to Athelstan
quoted at length by William of Malmesbury suggests that ‘with the
consent of the king of the Scots, the northern land (borealis terra) lends
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its support [to Olaf] with no misgivings; and now they are swollen with
pride, they frighten with their words the very air; the natives, the whole
region yields to their presumption.” While hardly conclusive, this does
lend support to the notion that at least some Northumbrians, perhaps
those north of the Tyne who had been associated with Acthelwulf son
of Eadwulf, found themselves with Olaf and Constantine on the eve of
Brunanburh.

If this mterpretation 1s correct, the Brunanburh poet was
attempting to weave together the fate of Wessex and Mercia under the
aegis of the Cerdicing dynasty. In doing so, however, the poet obscures
the position of both the Northumbrians - whether ethnic Anglo-Saxons
or Scandinavians - who had submitted to Athelstan’s rule in 927 and
who may have been in rebellion in 934, as well as the position of the
Danes dwelling within the kingdom, constructing instead a triumphant
narrative centred upon the royal dynasty. This elision may have served
to integrate both a territorial layer of collective identity (i.e. Mercia,
Northumbria) and an ethnic layer of identity (i.e. Danes subject to
Athelstan’s lordship) within the Cerdicing realm.

This receives more attention in the poem known as the Capture of
the Five Boroughs. Five Boroughs is entered under the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle’s annal for 942, only the second entry after Brunanburh. The
poem refers to Edmund’s capture of five fortified places in eastern
Mercia in 942/3. The entire poem runs as follows:

Her Eadmund cyning, Engla peoden,
Maxcga mundbora, Myrce geeode,
Dyre dadfruma, swa Dor scadeb;
Hwitanwyllesgeat and Humbra ea,
Brada brimstream. Burga fife,
Ligoraceaster and Lincylene,

And Snotingham, swylce Stanford eac,
and Deoraby. Dene waran aror
under Noromannum nyde gebegde
on hapenra hefteclommum

lange prage, op hie alysde eft

for his weorpscipe wiggendra hleo,
afera Fadweardes, Eadmund cyning.”
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Though Stenton found the poem to be ‘overloaded with clichés’, it
nevertheless is instructive regarding concepts of royal protection.” In
the poem, Edmund is portrayed as ‘lord of the English and protector of
kinsmen’ (Engla peoden maecga mundbora) and the ‘protector of
warriors’ (wiggendra hleo), emphasising the role of the king as a
protector and military leader. Edmund’s capture of the Five Boroughs
1s not depicted as conquest, but as redemption or liberation (alysde)
from heathen captivity (haepenra haefieclommum).”As ‘lord of the
English’, Edmund is cast as the protector of both the Mercians and
West Saxons, and Christian Danes lhiving in the Five Boroughs,
demonstrating a heterogeneous construction of collective identity that
stems from the king, their protector and lord.” This supports a multi-
ethnic reading of the sources, in which Christian Danes had a place
within the Mercian political community under the protection of the
king.”

Five Boroughs presents a simplification of the chaotic politics of
the 940s. Instead of a straightforward triumph leading to the ‘liberation’
of Christian Danes from the subjugation of heathen ‘Northmen’, it
seems more likely that in 940 the inperrum won by Aithelstan was
deeply divided in Northumbria and eastern Mercia. Clare Downham
has recently argued that the perception of a rivalry between ‘Hiberno-
Norse’ (Nordmenn) and Danes (Dene) 1s anachronistic and that the two
terms were often used interchangeably, particularly mn Latin writing
from the ninth and tenth centuries. Thus, rather than “The Danes had
before been subjected by force under the Northmen, and for a long
time were bound in captivity to the heathens,” it would be viable to read
that the Five Boroughs ‘were previously Dene [i.e. under Danish rule]
- oppressed in need under the Northmen, in the fetter-chains of
heathens.” However, it is worth noting that the Chronicle did
occasionally distinguish between Danes and ‘Northmen’ in the
kingdoms of Britain. In an entry for 920, the chronicler wrote of ‘all
those who live in Northumbria, both English and Danish, Northmen
and others.”™ It may indeed be anachronistic to think in terms of
‘Northmen’ and ‘Danes’ as distinct ethnicities, but this does not
necessarily mean the words were always used interchangeably. It is
worth recalling the argument made by Susan Reynolds cited above,
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which draws a distinction between ‘recently arrived’ pagan
Scandinavians hostile to the king and those Scandinavians with whom
the king had dealings and who may have been Christian. In other words,
the distinction need not necessarily be ethnic to remain valid; what is
more important i1s whether these peoples were within the king’s peace
and if they were Christian. Brunanburh, it should be noted, explicitly
refers to Olaf’s followers as ‘Northmen’, and it does not seem
unreasonable to suppose that in the 940s, there may have been wariness
among some Scandinavians in eastern Mercia toward Olaf and his
kinsmen (perhaps particularly after Brunanburh). A picture should be
emphasised i which communities of Angles and Danes in eastern
Mercia were forced to respond to the death of Atthelstan and the
competing claims made by Olaf and Edmund.

Rather than drawing a straightforward ethnic binary, Five Boroughs
emphasises unity under Edmund as a protector and war-leader and
paints a celebratory picture of Edmund’s campaigns in 942/3. However,
when the chronology 1s untangled, it becomes clear that the situation on
the ground was rather complicated. After the death of Aithelstan in
October of 939, Olaf Guthfrithson - having escaped to Dublin after his
defeat at Brunanburh in 937 - quit Dublin, according to the Annals of’
the Four Masters.” According to the D manuscript of the Chronicle, in
941 the Northumbrians withdrew their pledges and accepted ‘Olaf of
Ireland’ (Anfaf of Yriande) as their king. Olaf Guthirithson died in 941,
so 1f the D manuscript is correct, this was probably Olaf Guthfrithson’s
cousin and successor, Olaf Sihtricson (Amlaib Cuaran).” It was
probably after Olaf Guthfrithson’s death that war in Mercia was
renewed. In 942, Edmund was in a position to make grants in
Derbyshire to Waulfsige the Black, and in (probably) 943 Edmund stood
as sponsor to Olaf Sihtricson and Ragnald Guthfrithson (Ragnall mac
Gofraid), who was then ruling in Northumbria.” This truce evidently
did not hold as Edmund drove Olaf and Ragnald from Northumbria in
944.

The D manuscript includes an entry for 943 claiming that Olaf
mvaded Mercia and captured the old Mercian royal centre of
Tamworth, which had been fortified by Edmund’s aunt Althelfleed in
913.” The entry also claims that in the same year, Olaf and his ally
Archbishop Wulfstan I of York were besieged in Leicester by Edmund,
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but they escaped under the cover of night.” According to the Historia
Regum, Archbishops Odda of Canterbury and Wulfstan brokered a
truce between the two kings.” At this point, the entry of the D
manuscript specifically calls Edmund’s enemies ‘Danes’, but the
composition of Edmund’s foes must have been heterogencous. If
Walfstan of York was with Olaf in Leicester, there is reason to suppose
that some of his men would be Northumbrian Angles, not to mention
possible Anglian supporters from the Five Boroughs, in addition to
Olaf’s ‘Northmen’ and any Danes from eastern Mercia and/or
Northumbria who threw in their lot with him.

The 943 entry of the D manuscript is particularly vexing. The use
of the word ‘Her (‘In this year’) twice, first to describe the attack on
Tamworth and then to describe the siege of Leicester suggests that the
chronicler had stitched together the events of two years. Downham has
argued that the attack on Tamworth occurred in 942, the same year that
Edmund captured the Five Boroughs, and that the siege of Leicester
took place in 943, after which Olaf and Ragnald were baptized,
apparently implying that there was a revolt against Edmund’s rule in
Leicester after the Five Boroughs campaign.” However, perhaps the
chronology that makes the most sense is to suppose that the attack on
Tamworth did indeed take place in 942; this was followed by the Five
Boroughs campaign across 942 and 943, and that the D manuscript’s
account of the siege of Leicester in 943 marks the final action of that
campaign.

This reconstructed narrative is not at all clear in the Five Boroughs
poem, which elides Edmund’s compromises and setbacks. The
defection of the Northumbrians in 941, Olaf’s successful attack on
Tamworth, the siege of Leicester, and the alliance between Olaf and
Waulfstan are only recorded in MS D. Taking the manuscripts together,
it is clear that north-eastern Mercia was 1n the balance in the early 940s,
and 1ts political community was deeply divided. It is not surprising,
therefore, that the poet should wish to strike a tone that emphasises
collective 1dentity tied to Edmund and his position as a leader in war
and as a defender of his people, rather than a simple oppositional
relationship between English and Danish ethnicities.

It seems likely that Brunanburh and Five Boroughs were intended
to be read together to provide a narrative of Cerdicing triumph while
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navigating the complex politics and questions of collective identity in the
930s and 940s. Both poems are careful in their treatment of the
dynasty’s enemies and expansive in their understanding of the kings’
dominion and the protection bestowed upon heterogeneous subjects.

‘When were the poems composed? A good case can be made for
the reign of Edgar. If the poems date to Edgar’s reign, then reading
them as a comment on royal legiimacy in relation to the partiion of
Wessex and Mercia between Eadwig and Edgar could be viable. When
reading Brunanburh and Five Boroughs together, one would be
reminded of the alliance of the West Saxons and the Mercians that
achieved such a remarkable victory in 937, and of the legitimacy of the
Cerdicing kings and their ability to protect their people. This receives
further support from Bately, who argues that the common material for
MSS A-D for the annals between 933-946 was in existence by the 950s,
and that the poems themselves contain non-West Saxon dialect
features.” Thus, the poems may be a product of Edgar’s court in Mercia
between 957-9. If so, then they are royal, but not necessarily West
Saxon. This may explain the poems’ responsiveness to regional
sensitivities, and they could be seen as instruments of integration, rather
than the simple imposition of West Saxon authority. In this case, rather
than blunt tools of royal propaganda emanating from the royal court in
Wessex, the poems, and their incorporation in the manuscripts of the
Chronucle, represent a dialogue between the royal dynasty and the
provinces.

The broader political ideologies of Edgar’s reign also seem to suit
the composition and dissemination of the poems. There 1s a hint that
Edgar attempted to redefine the position of the Danes in the kingdom
through his legislation. Edgar’s fourth code (962 or 963) declares that
while the Danes had hitherto been allowed to keep their own laws
because of the loyalty they had always shown the king, nevertheless the
king wished that his pronouncements regarding cattle theft were to be
obeyed even among the Danes.”" Perhaps Brunanburh and Five
Boroughs are ambiguous regarding potential disloyalty among Danes in
Northumbria and Mercia in the 930s and 940s as part of a wider agenda
of integration in the late 950s and early 960s. At the same time, more
explicit foils are made of the Scots and the Ui Imair, who were by this
time a more distant threat. According to the Annals of Ulster, Olaf
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Sihtricson faced a challenge from Camman mac Amlaib/Sihtric Cam,
the son of Olaf Guthfrithson in 960.” The increasing security of the
Cerdicing realm in the 960s, after bursts of instability in Mercia and the
north between 937 and 954, provided the context for Edgar’s famously
robust display of self-assurance on the Dee in 973, when a meeting was
held at Chester with the kings of the Irish Sea in a ceremony that may
have entailed some form of submission to Edgar’s authority.” It is
sometimes overlooked, but the Battle of Brunanburh took place a mere
thirty-six years before Edgar’s procession on the Dee, and it is likely that
the battle was fought quite near to Chester.” It is plausible that some
men who were at the end of their political careers in 973 had just grown
mto political maturity in 937. Perhaps some of Edgar’s senior
councillors had been young men in Althelstan’s army?

Our final poem 1s the famous Battle of Maldon, which celebrates
Ealdorman Byrhtnoth of Essex’s heroic but doomed stand against a
viking army in 991. As m Brunanburh and Five Boroughs, Maldon
rarely uses ethnic terminology to describe the antagonists. Typically,
they are wicinga (vikings), seemen, se-mannum, se-lida, brim-manna,
flotan (seamen, sailors, etc.), or even more vaguely as ‘enemies’ or
‘warriors’ (beorn, guma, cempa, wiga, feda etc.).” Twice, the enemies
are ‘heathens’.” There is only one occasion in the 325 surviving lines of
the poem in which the word ‘Dane’ is used, in which Byrhtnoth
encouraged his men ‘to gain fame from the Danes.” As Robinson
noted, Byrhtnoth’s enemies are presented ‘not as heinous villains, but
as a vague inimical force.”™

Historians often understand Maldon to represent a strong sense of
national identity in the face of a common foe.” However, while the
Danes are only mentioned once in the poem, the English are not
mentioned at all. Maldon is not about ethnic animosity, nor 1s it about
‘English’ unity; it 1s about Byrhtnoth and his retainers. If the poem has
any higher aspirations in regard to collective identity, they are twofold:
the first objective 1s to draw upon a Christian 1dentity in opposition to
pagan enemies, as when Byrhtnoth looks to heaven and says a final
prayer before being slain by A@dene scealcas (‘heathen fighters’).” The
second 1s to emphasise the regionalidentities that comprise A'thelred’s
kingdom. Thus, Byrhtmoth and his men make up the Fastscaxena ord.”
Later, one of Byrhtnoth’s men declaims: ‘I want my nobility known to
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all men, that I was among the Mercians of a mighty kindred,” thereby
representing the Mercians in the battle.” Then, a Northumbrian hostage
takes up arms to avenge Byrhtnoth, and he is mentioned fighting bravely
‘as long as he was able to wield weapons.™ The heroes of the poem also
represent the vertical relationships of Anglo-Saxon society.” Most of the
poem concerns the ealdorman and his noble retainers, but at one point,
‘a simple ceorl’ (unorne ceorl), exhorts the warriors to avenge their lord.
‘What unifies these men is not ethnicity, but their social relationships
with each other, with Byrhtnoth, and the king. In this way the poem
recalls the will of Althelstan atheling, discussed above. Instead of
referring to ‘England’, the poet refers to the kingdom as 4pelredes
eard (Athelred’s land). Through his references to the East Saxons,
Northumbrians, and Mercians, the poet suggests a realm that is an
accretion of regionally distinctive territories and peoples; they were
united not necessarily by their ‘Englishness’, but by their allegiance to
Athelred, and the vertical and horizontal social relationships of the
nobility.

All three poems use conflict to communicate collective identity, but
none of them are about ethnic solidarity in the face of a common foe;
mstead, they are about the interpersonal relationships predicated upon
the king as a military leader and the protector of his subjects. These are
social relationships, but they are also relationships of mutual military
obligation: Byrhtnoth 1s fulfilling his military obligations to the king,
Byrhtnoth’s retainers fulfil their obligation to their lord, and the king
has an obligation of protection to his subjects.

The Maldon poet included a warning about treachery and the
consequences of these obligations being left unfulfilled. The battle was
lost when some of Byrhtnoth’s retainers fled from the fighting.” This
suggests something broader about the regional and ethnically diverse
tenth-century kingdom: it required the active participation of the
aristocracy, who were unified through their interpersonal relationships
with each other and their loyalty to the dynasty. But when the dynasty
was perceived as being militarily unsuccessful, or when members of the
aristocracy no longer ‘bought in’ to the project, the results could be
disastrous. As the military situation worsened around the turn of the
century, we see just this in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. What the
Maldon poet understood to be the strength of the kingdom - the diverse
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regions that were united in their loyalty to the king - 1s suggested to be
a weakness in the Chronicle.

For example, in 1006 the chronicler complained about the king
spending Christmas north of the Thames in Shropshire while a viking
army ravaged through Berkshire and Hampshire.” In 1009, it is
reported that the men of Fast Kent made a separate peace with
Thorkell the Tall, paying a tribute of £3000 and allowing the army to
overwinter in the province as they harried the surrounding shires.” In
1010, the chronicler described the battle of Ringmere, and noted that
the men of East Anglia fled, abandoning the men of Cambridgeshire to
their fate as they held their ground. The chronicler ended the annal for
1010 bitterly: ‘there was no leader who would raise an army, but each
fled as best he could, and in the end no shire would even help the next.™

The aristocratic solidarities of the tenth century came under great
strain in the eleventh century. If we return to the will of Althelstan
atheling discussed above, we see the effects of this. Of all the associates
and companions remembered by the prince in 1014, most of them
would be dead soon after, and many died violently: Morcar was
murdered in 1015," Ulfketel was killed in battle in 1016.” Leofwine
survived, but his son, Northman, was killed by Cnut in 1017." Eadwig
was banished in 1016 or 1017, and was murdered by Cnut the following
year.” Athelstan’s other brother Edmund died suddenly in 1016 after
fighting a series of battles against Cnut.” Thurbrand the Hold was killed
by his rivals in the north in 1024." However, we should not take this oo
far: Cnut’s conquest did not have the same sort of structural impact on
the aristocracy that the Norman Conquest had fifty years later, but there
was probably enough disruption among the military elite and enough
disillusionment with the regime for Cnut to consolidate his position in
England.”

Historians have often been impressed by the homogeneous
administrative institutions of the English kingdom and the extent of
royal authority in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Though the maximal
view of the Anglo-Saxon ‘state’ may have receded slightly, the strength
and durability of these institutions across two conquests in fifty years
remains impressive. Institutions such as shires and hundreds provided
a means by which the English kingdom was consolidated. The literary
evidence discussed here provides another angle. These poems suggest
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aregional, ethnically diverse, and potentially fractious kingdom that was
held together in no small part due to the interpersonal relationships of
the military aristocracy under the leadership of the royal dynasty.
Contlict, and the memorialisation of conflict, provided a way to frame
and communicate collective identity under the king in a way that could
respond to political nuance and was appropriate to the heterogeneous
nature of the English kingdom. None of the poems discussed here
celebrate the ‘English’ at the expense of ‘the Danes’, and in most cases
references to the dynasty’s enemies are left rather ambiguous. The use
of these poems as instruments of a dynastic political project should be
recognised. This may be particularly true of the Brunanburh and Five
Boroughs, the so-called ‘chronicle poems’, which may be more
profitably understood as subtle texts that were put to work in order to
smooth over some of the rougher edges of recent history and help
define ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’ in the coalescing kingdom.

The evidence discussed here emphasises the notion of the
kingdom as a network of interpersonal relationships between the king
and his leading subjects that are expressed through military idioms.
Poetry may have flattered the pretensions of the warriors and aristocrats
who sustained and participated i the dynasty’s success. To put it
another way, the poems provide a heroic veneer to the more prosaic
reforms brought about by the implementation of shires and hundreds.”
Were these poems archaizing celebrations of a heroic mode that never
existed? Perhaps, but that may be just what the audience liked to hear.
Crucially, ethnicity is less important in these texts than social relations.
This 1s not to say that ethnicity was not important in early medieval
Britain, but the poems all recognise other salient aspects of collective
1identity: regionalism, dynastic loyalty, class, and social obligation.

A certain amount of fragility needs to be recognised: the rhetoric
of the poetry discussed in this paper was oriented around noble
solidarities and the relationships held by the king. This worked while
the nobility was engaged, and the king was - generally speaking - strong
and successful in war. As those who were loyal to the dynasty died, were
killed in battle, or became disillusioned, the communication of
collective identity through military success ultimately rang hollow during
the wars of the 990s and early 1000s. Poetry in the heroic mode that
celebrated the mulitary aristocracy and the royal dynasty may have been
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helpful in binding together the dynasty’s potentially disparate and
fractious subjects, but perhaps these men would have been better served
studying their gospels, where they would have recalled that those who
take up the sword shall perish by it.
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