
Frontispiece; The Alfred Jewel, fo und at North Petherton in 1693, and given to the Uni versity of Oxford in 
17 18 by Thomas Palmer of Fairfield, Stogursey. The jewel comprises a go ld frame which encloses a piece 

of transparent rock crystal superimposed on a figurative des ign in cloisonne enamel. An inscription in 
openwork lettering around the fra me reads: + AELFRED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN ('Alfred ordered me 
to be made') (see below pp. 1-8). The three hundredth anniversary of the jewel's discovery has coincided 

with the remarkable reappearance of part of the text of the lost cartu lary of Athelney Abbey, the 
Benedictine house established by Alfred the Great in thanksgiving for his victory over the Danes in 

AD 878 (see below pp. 149-59). Photograph courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



THE DISCOVERY AND FIRST PUBLICATION OF THE 
ALFRED JEWEL 

SIMON KEYNES 

The Alfred Jewel, perhaps the most celebrated artefact to have survived from Anglo­
Saxon England, was found in 1693 at North Petherton, Somerset, about three and a 
half miles north-west of the Isle of Athelney. The jewel (reproduced as the 
frontispiece to this volume) is so familiar an object that it scarcely needs any further 
description; 1 but the 300th anniversary of its discovery provides an opportunity for a 
brief account of the jewel's early history in a Somerset context. 2 

The jewel was found in the vicinity of a tenement called 'Parker's Field', which lay 
near the north-west corner of Petherton (or Newton) Park, on land belonging to Sir 
Thomas Wroth, 3rd Baronet (c. 1675-1721) (Plate 1).3 Sir Thomas's father, Sir John 
Wroth, 2nd Baronet, had succeeded in 1672 to the estates of his great-uncle Sir 
Thomas Wroth (1584-1672) of North Newton and Petherton Park.4 Sir John died in 
1677, so Thomas was about two years old when he succeeded his father. When the 
jewel was discovered in 1693, Thomas was about eighteen years old; his guardian at 
that time was his maternal uncle, Colonel Nathaniel Palmer of Fairfield, Stogursey, 
and it must have been under these circumstances that the jewel soon passed into 
Palmer's hands. 5 Palmer certainly owned the jewel by 1698, and it remained in his 
possession until his death on 16 January 1718 (Plate 2). 

The first name we meet in connection with the publication of the Alfred Jewel is that 
of Dr William Musgrave, FRS (1655-1721), who had acted as second Secretary of the 
Royal Society in 1684-5 and who practised thereafter as a physician, initially at Oxford 
and, from 1691, at Exeter.6 Musgrave was himself of a long-established Somerset family, 
and was allied indirectiy to the Palmers of Fairfield: he was the son of Richard Musgrave 
of Nettlecombe, and was married to Phillippa, daughter of William Speke of White 
Lackington; Musgrave's brother, Richard, was the second husband (after Sir George 
Speke) of Rachel, daughter of Sir William Wyndham (whose family owned the cartulary 
of Athelney abbey);? and Rachel's sister, Frances, was the wife of Nathaniel Palmer.8 

Musgrave was keenly interested in the antiquities of the south-west, and it was 
presumably through his family connections that he came to hear of the jewel's discovery. 
On 10 December 1698 he sent the news to London in a letter to Dr Hans Sloane 
(1660-1753), then Secretary of the Royal Society: 

Sir. 
I enclose, to you, the Figure of a Curious Peice of Antiquity, lately found near 
Athelney in Somersetshire: the place where King Alfred built, as Milton affirms, 
a Fortress; but, according to Wm. of Malmsbury, a Monastery; in memory (as 
some have thought) of his Deliverance , obscure Retreat to that place , and 
Concealment in it, from the Danes . 
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Plate l Sir Thomas Wroth, 3rd Baronet (c. 1675- 1721), of Petberton Park, from a portrait by J. Hawker, 
1696. The Alfred Jewel was found on Sir Thomas's estate at North Petherton in 1693. 

Photograph courtesy of Lady Gass. 
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The substance is in the possession of Col. P. of Fairfeild in the same County; by 
whose permission I had the sight of it. Tis of the same Length, and Bredth, with 
the Figure. The work very fine; so as to make some men question its true Age. 
But in all probability, it did belong to that great King. It is so well Represented in 
the Figure that a short Description will suffice. 
The Edge is thin, as far as the Letters. The Letters are on a plane rising obliquely. 
All within the inner Pyramidal Line is on a plane equidistant from the Reverse. 
The Representation (in that upper plane) seems to be of some person in a Chair. It 
is in Enamel, coverd over with a Crystal; which is secured in its place by the little 
Leaves, coming over its edges. In the Reverse are Flowers engraved. The whole 
peice may be of the weight of three Guineas. The Crystal and Enamel excepted, it 
is all pure Gold. 
This , perhaps, was an Amulet of King Alfred's. 
I am (Sir) your obliged humble servant, Wm. Musgrave. 
Exon. Dec. 10. 98.9 

3 

The publication of Dr Musgrave's letter, in the Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society for December 1698, 10 prompted the renowned Anglo-Saxon scholar, Dr 
George Hickes, to ask Dr Sloane for further details. Sloane encouraged Hickes to 
address his enquiry to Dr Musgrave himself; and Musgrave duly responded, sending a 
fuller account of the jewel and enclosing three drawings. 11 Hickes was in the process 
of producing a revised and augmented edition of his Institutiones Grammaticce Anglo­
Saxonicce & Moeso-Gothicce (Oxford, 1689), due to appear as part of his Thesaurus 
Linguarum Septentrionalium; and in a letter to Sloane, dated 9 May 1699, Hickes 
remarks that he hopes 'er long to send that sheet, as another specimen to you, in 
which will be printed K. Aelfreds antiquity', adding that 'as soon as I have made what 
use I shall think fit of dr. Musgraves letter ' he would send the letter itself to Dr 
Sloane, 'with my opinion about printing it, or the substance of it, in the next 
transactions' .12 Nothing appears to have come of the intention to publish Musgrave's 
response to Hickes 's enquiry in the Philosophical Transactions ; but Hickes evidently 
made good use of it for the immediate purposes of his own account of the jewel, 
written (and printed) in 1699, though not published until 1703. Hickes states in this 
context that the jewel was found near Athelney, and belonged to Mr Palmer of 
Fairfield; it would appear, however, that he had not been able to examine the jewel for 
himself, for he expresses his indebtedness to Robert Harley (1st Earl of Oxford), and 
to Dr Musgrave, for sending details , remarking that they had seen it on several 
occasions. 13 Hickes was of the opinion at this stage that the figure on the face of the 
jewel depicted either Christ or the pope, but he soon revised his interpretation. On 22 
May 1700 he wrote a fuller account of the jewel in the form of a letter to Dr Sloane 
intended for publication in the Philosophical Transactions, with a covering letter to 
the effect that he would be ready 'to make any alterations, which you shall think fit' .14 

The main letter was published later in the same year, 15 and gave to learned men the 
benefit of Hickes's new theory that the jewel depicted not Christ or the pope but a 
saint, with the preference expressed for St Cuthbert as the saint in question, in his 
capacity as the one to whom King Alfred had turned for assistance in his hour of 
need. Hickes took the opportunity to reiterate his new theory in the preface to his 
Thesaurus as published in 1705, opposite a plate showing the image of St Luke in the 
'Lichfield Gospels' (also known as the 'Gospels of St Chad ' ) which had prompted his 
change of mind.16 

In 1715 William Musgrave published his own account of the jewel, prefaced with a 
fulsome dedication to Sir Thomas Wroth . Musgrave dwells on the Alfredian 
associations of Sir Thomas ' s land at Aller, and in the vicinity of Athelney; but while 
he implies that the jewel was found at Athelney about thirty years before (i.e. c. 



4 Somerset Archaeology and Natural History, 1992 

Plate 2 Colonel Nathaniel Palmer, MP (c. 166l- l71 8), of Fairfield, Stogursey. Palmer was the first 
recorded owner of the Alfred Jewel. In accordance with bis wishes, it was given to the University of 

Oxford soon after his death. Photograph courtesy of Lady Gass. 
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1685), he does not supply any useful information on this matter, or on the 
circumstances in which it came into the hands of Nathaniel Palmer, preferring to 
develop at some length his own views on the significance of the jewel itself.17 It is 
thus the antiquary Thomas Palmer, son of the first attested owner of the jewel, who 
provides what must be considered the only authoritative account of the date and 
circumstances of its discovery. The relevant passage in his unfinished history of 
Somerset, written c. 1730, is as follows: 

Newenton parke 
Petherton parke 

The parke and Mannor of Newenton belonged to the King at the time of the 
General Survey, and probably this is the Petherton where King John held his 
Court. The House was on the North side of the Parke , where there is now a 
Tenement called Parkers field. At this place a remarkable piece of Antiquity was 
dug up in the year 1693, which is by Dr Bickes, and other Antiquaries, adjudged 
to have been of the Age of K. Alfred. The Letters being such as were introduced 
by that King in imitation of the Roman Alphabet and never used before or since. 
Dr Bickes interprets the Inscription to be £lfred ordered me to be made and 
supposes the Enamelled figure to be the Picture of St Cuthbert the tutelar Saint of 
that King. The whole is of Gold, of the Size of the Print. Over the Enamel is a 
piece of Rock Cristal half an Inch thick. The Gold Rim is cut thro ' , to forme the 
Letters of the Inscription. This is now among the Antiquitys of the University of 
Oxford. 18 

Nathaniel Palmer had expressed a wish that the jewel should be presented after his 
death to the Bodleian Library, for the University of Oxford; and it was in fulfillment 
of this wish that Thomas Palmer brought the jewel to Oxford, on 16 November 1718, 
entrusting it into the custody of George Clark, Member of Parliament for the 
University.19 In the event the jewel was placed in the Ashmolean Museum (founded in 
1683),20 where it remains to this day.21 

From the time of the first publication of the Alfred Jewel in 1698, scholars have 
been excited by its presumed association with King Alfred, exercised by the 
inwardness of its iconography, and exasperated by the problem of its intended 
function. The fact that the jewel was discovered within a few miles of Athelney has 
always been enough to ensure that the Alfred named in the inscription as the one who 
ordered it to be made would be identified as King Alfred the Great: whatever else the 
jewel may signify, it is a potent symbol of the king 's close association with this part 
of Somerset, and of the craftsmanship which flourished under his patronage. 
Identifications of the figure depicted in the enamel on the face of the jewel have 
ranged from Christ, St Cuthbert and St Neot to King Alfred himself, though the 
tenden cy now is to favour a more sophisticated view, that it represents a 
personification of Sight (by analogy with the depiction of the Five Senses on the 
Fuller Brooch in the British Museum ),22 or Christ as the incarnation of divine 
wisdom. 23 It has long been realised that interpretation of the jewel's function must 
proceed from whatever significance may be attached to the socket which protrudes 
from the animal head, pierced by a gold rivet; but while it follows that the jewel was 
originally mounted on the end of a thin rod, it remains uncertain whether or not this 
rod was the means by which the jewel was attached to something else. Moreover, the 
existence of very similar sockets on two other jewels which appear like the Alfred 
Jewel to have been made in the late 9th century (one found at Minster Lovell in 
Oxfordshire, c. 1860,24 and the other found at Bowleaze Cove, Dorset, in March 
199025 ) suggests that objects of this kind, whatever they were for , were not 
uncommon . In other words , we now have to explain not one object but three, which 
seem from the differences between them to range from the high grade through 
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medium to (relatively) low; and of course we have to decide whether this range might 
reflect variation in the status of the persons for whose use the objects were intended, 
be they laymen (king, ealdorman, thegn) or ecclesiastics (bishop, abbot, priest), or 
variation in the resources available to those who commissioned them for the purpose 
best known to themselves. So far as the Alfred Jewel itself is concerned, the 
suggested options have included an amulet which belonged to the king, a fitting from 
an item of royal regalia, the decorated terminal of a rod-like pointer to be used for 
following one's place on a page when reading from a book, and a mount on a symbol 
of high office; the difficulty is not so much to think of a purpose, as to fasten on one 
which would also suit the two other objects lower down the scale. Three hundred 
years after its discovery, the Alfred Jewel remains an object which defies every 
attempt to provide the definitive interpretation of its iconography, or the irresistible 
explanation of its purpose; and it is not least for this reason that the jewel has lost 
none of its power to excite the historical imagination. 
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