
history of anglo-saxons
history of anglo-saxons traces the origins, culture, and legacy of a significant group of people who
shaped early medieval England. This article explores the Anglo-Saxons’ migration from continental
Europe, their establishment of kingdoms, social structures, and contributions to language and law.
Understanding the history of Anglo-Saxons provides critical insights into the formation of English
identity and the roots of many traditions. The narrative covers their early settlements, the
development of distinct kingdoms, religious transformation, and eventual integration into the
English nation. Throughout, emphasis is placed on archaeological findings, written records, and
linguistic evidence. This comprehensive overview will unfold the complex history of Anglo-Saxons,
their enduring influence, and their place in the broader context of European history.
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Origins and Migration
The history of Anglo-Saxons begins with the migration of Germanic tribes from the regions
corresponding to modern-day Denmark, northern Germany, and the Netherlands. These tribes,
primarily the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, moved across the North Sea to Britain during the 5th and
6th centuries AD. This migration followed the decline of Roman authority in Britain, which left a
power vacuum and opportunities for new settlements.

Early Anglo-Saxon settlers established themselves primarily in eastern and southern parts of Britain.
The migration was not a single event but a gradual process involving multiple waves of settlers.
Archaeological evidence, such as burial sites and artifacts, supports the presence of these Germanic
peoples integrating into the existing Romano-British population.

Factors Behind the Migration
The migration of the Anglo-Saxons was influenced by various factors, including pressure from
expanding tribes in continental Europe, economic opportunities in Britain, and the collapse of
Roman military defense. The weakening of Roman administration allowed these groups to settle with
limited resistance. Additionally, climatic changes and population pressures may have contributed to



their movement.

Settlement Patterns
Anglo-Saxon settlers established numerous villages and towns, often near rivers and fertile lands.
Their settlements served as the foundation for future English towns and cities. Over time, these
communities expanded and evolved into organized kingdoms, each governed by local rulers.

Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms
The history of Anglo-Saxons is marked by the creation of several powerful kingdoms throughout
England. These kingdoms, often referred to collectively as the Heptarchy, included Northumbria,
Mercia, East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Sussex, and Wessex. Each kingdom had its own distinct leadership,
customs, and military forces.

Between the 6th and 9th centuries, these kingdoms frequently engaged in warfare, alliances, and
territorial expansion. The consolidation of power eventually led to the dominance of certain
kingdoms over others, particularly Mercia and Wessex.

Formation of the Heptarchy
The term Heptarchy describes the seven primary Anglo-Saxon kingdoms established during the early
medieval period. These kingdoms emerged as local chieftains gained power and control over
surrounding territories. The Heptarchy system was characterized by shifting borders and fluctuating
power dynamics.

Rise of Wessex and Unification
Wessex, under rulers such as Alfred the Great, rose to prominence in the late 9th century. Alfred
successfully defended his kingdom against Viking invasions and initiated reforms in military defense
and administration. His efforts laid the groundwork for the eventual unification of England under a
single monarchy.

Society and Culture
Anglo-Saxon society was hierarchical and structured around kinship ties and land ownership. Social
classes included kings, nobles, freemen, and slaves. The community was organized into clans and
tribes, with loyalty to family and lord playing a central role. Agriculture was the economic backbone,
supplemented by crafts, trade, and warfare.

Social Hierarchy
The social structure of the Anglo-Saxons was complex and rigid. At the top were kings and nobles,



who controlled land and resources. Below them were ceorls or freemen who owned small plots of
land. At the bottom were slaves or thralls, who had little freedom and worked for their masters.

Daily Life and Customs
Daily life revolved around farming, family, and community events. Anglo-Saxons held various
festivals and religious ceremonies. Craftsmanship in metalwork, pottery, and weaving was highly
developed. Oral tradition and storytelling played an essential role in preserving history and culture.

Religion and Conversion
Originally pagan, Anglo-Saxon religion centered on a pantheon of gods, animism, and ancestor
worship. The arrival of Christian missionaries in the late 6th century brought significant religious
transformation. Christianity gradually replaced pagan beliefs, influencing laws, education, and art.

Early Pagan Beliefs
Before Christianization, Anglo-Saxons worshipped gods such as Woden, Thunor, and Tiw. Rituals and
offerings were common, and sacred sites were often located in natural settings like groves and
springs. Pagan burial customs included grave goods and ship burials.

Christianization Process
The mission led by Augustine of Canterbury in 597 AD marked the beginning of widespread
Christian conversion. Monasteries were established as centers of learning and religious life. Over
time, Christianity became deeply embedded in English society, influencing law codes and literacy.

Language and Literature
The Anglo-Saxon period greatly influenced the English language through the Old English dialect.
This language formed the basis for modern English and was used in poetry, legal texts, and
chronicles. The literature produced during this era reflects the values, beliefs, and experiences of
the Anglo-Saxon people.

Old English Language
Old English was a Germanic language with various dialects corresponding to different kingdoms. It
incorporated vocabulary from Latin due to Christian influence and later from Norse due to Viking
contact. This linguistic foundation evolved into Middle and then Modern English.



Literary Works
Notable Anglo-Saxon literary works include the epic poem Beowulf, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and
numerous religious texts. These writings provide valuable insight into the era’s culture, warfare, and
spirituality.

Law and Governance
Anglo-Saxon governance combined customary law with royal decrees. Kings exercised authority
through councils and local assemblies known as moot courts. Legal codes addressed issues ranging
from property rights to criminal offenses, reflecting a sophisticated system of justice.

Legal Codes
Prominent lawgivers, such as King Alfred, codified laws to promote order and fairness. These codes
emphasized compensation, restitution, and the role of community in maintaining peace. The legal
framework influenced later English common law traditions.

Political Structure
Governance was decentralized, with local lords administering justice and collecting taxes. The king
depended on loyalty from nobles and warriors to maintain control. Assemblies allowed free men to
participate in decision-making, albeit limitedly.

Legacy and Influence
The history of Anglo-Saxons left a profound legacy on England’s cultural, political, and linguistic
development. Their legal systems, language, and social structures formed the foundation for
medieval and modern England. Anglo-Saxon art and architecture continue to be studied for their
historical significance.

Cultural Contributions
Anglo-Saxon art, characterized by intricate metalwork and illuminated manuscripts, influenced
European artistic traditions. Their literature enriched English cultural heritage, preserving myths,
history, and religious teachings.

Impact on Modern England
Many English place names derive from Anglo-Saxon origins. The concept of common law and
parliamentary representation traces back to early Anglo-Saxon governance. The English language
itself, with its Germanic roots, remains the most enduring legacy of the Anglo-Saxons.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who were the Anglo-Saxons?
The Anglo-Saxons were a group of Germanic tribes who migrated to and settled in England from the
5th century onward, forming the cultural and political foundation of early medieval England.

When did the Anglo-Saxon period in England begin and end?
The Anglo-Saxon period generally began in the early 5th century after the Roman withdrawal from
Britain and ended in 1066 with the Norman Conquest of England.

What were the main Anglo-Saxon kingdoms?
The main Anglo-Saxon kingdoms included Northumbria, Mercia, Wessex, East Anglia, Essex, Kent,
and Sussex, collectively known as the Heptarchy.

How did the Anglo-Saxons influence the English language?
The Anglo-Saxons spoke Old English, which forms the basis of the modern English language,
contributing many core vocabulary words and grammatical structures.

What was the significance of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle?
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a collection of annals chronicling the history of the Anglo-Saxons,
providing valuable contemporary insights into early English history.

How did Christianity spread among the Anglo-Saxons?
Christianity spread among the Anglo-Saxons primarily through missionaries like St. Augustine of
Canterbury in the late 6th century, leading to the establishment of churches and monasteries.



What role did the Vikings play in Anglo-Saxon history?
Vikings frequently raided and settled in parts of Anglo-Saxon England during the 9th and 10th
centuries, leading to conflicts and political changes, including the Danelaw region.

What was Anglo-Saxon society like?
Anglo-Saxon society was hierarchical, consisting of kings, nobles (thane), freemen, and slaves, with a
strong emphasis on kinship, loyalty, and warrior culture.

What is the significance of the Battle of Hastings in Anglo-
Saxon history?
The Battle of Hastings in 1066 marked the end of Anglo-Saxon rule in England when William the
Conqueror defeated King Harold II, leading to Norman control.

What are some notable Anglo-Saxon artifacts that have been
discovered?
Notable artifacts include the Sutton Hoo ship burial, the Staffordshire Hoard, and various
illuminated manuscripts like the Lindisfarne Gospels, which provide insight into their culture and
art.

Additional Resources
1. The Anglo-Saxon World: An Anthology
This book offers a comprehensive collection of primary sources from the Anglo-Saxon period,
including poetry, legal documents, and historical chronicles. It provides readers with direct insights
into the culture, society, and beliefs of the Anglo-Saxons. The anthology is ideal for those interested
in exploring authentic texts alongside scholarly commentary.

2. The Age of the Anglo-Saxons by Jeffrey H. Clark
Clark’s work delves into the political, social, and cultural developments of the Anglo-Saxon era,
spanning from the early migrations to the Norman Conquest. The author highlights key figures,
battles, and societal changes that shaped early medieval England. The book is well-suited for
readers seeking a detailed yet accessible overview of the period.

3. Anglo-Saxon England by F.M. Stenton
Considered a classic in the field, Stenton’s book provides a thorough historical analysis of the Anglo-
Saxon period. It covers the origins, expansion, and eventual transformation of Anglo-Saxon society
and governance. This work remains a foundational text for students and historians alike.

4. The Anglo-Saxons: A History of the Beginnings of England by Marc Morris
This engaging narrative traces the origins and rise of the Anglo-Saxons in Britain, blending
archaeological evidence with historical records. Morris explores the cultural and political impact the
Anglo-Saxons had on the formation of England. The book offers a vivid portrayal of the era’s key
events and personalities.



5. The Origins of Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms by Steven Bassett
Bassett examines the early formation of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in post-Roman Britain, focusing on
the political and military factors that influenced their development. The book provides an in-depth
look at regional differences and the interplay between native Britons and incoming settlers. It is
essential reading for understanding the complex beginnings of Anglo-Saxon rule.

6. Anglo-Saxon Art: A New History by Leslie Webster
This book explores the rich artistic traditions of the Anglo-Saxons, covering sculpture, metalwork,
manuscripts, and architecture. Webster highlights how art reflects broader cultural and religious
shifts during the period. The work offers a unique perspective on Anglo-Saxon history through the
lens of visual culture.

7. The Anglo-Saxons from the Migration Period to the Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective
by John Hines
Hines provides a detailed ethnographic study of the Anglo-Saxon people, focusing on their origins,
social structures, and cultural practices. The book uses archaeological and historical data to
reconstruct daily life and belief systems. It is valuable for readers interested in the anthropological
aspects of Anglo-Saxon history.

8. Beowulf: A New Translation by Seamus Heaney
While primarily a literary work, this translation of the Old English epic poem offers crucial insights
into Anglo-Saxon values, heroism, and worldview. Heaney’s poetic rendition brings the ancient text
to life for modern audiences. The book is often studied alongside historical texts to understand the
cultural context of the Anglo-Saxons.

9. The Making of England: Anglo-Saxon Art and Culture AD 600-900 by Catherine E. Karkov
Karkov’s book examines the formative centuries of Anglo-Saxon England through its art and cultural
expressions. The author discusses how identity and power were negotiated through artistic
production in this transformative period. This scholarly work sheds light on the interplay between
art, politics, and society in early medieval England.
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England, with mixed results for the Anglo-Saxons. The notions of Germanism and an Anglo-Saxon
'race' in both England and America preceded the Victorian age where politics, art and culture began
to reflect gratitude towards the Anglo-Saxons. In conclusion the author asks how the Anglo-Saxons
are viewed by the modern English people. Book jacket.
  history of anglo saxons: The Anglo-Saxons Marc Morris, 2021-05-25 A sweeping and original
history of the Anglo-Saxons by national bestselling author Marc Morris. Sixteen hundred years ago
Britain left the Roman Empire and swiftly fell into ruin. Grand cities and luxurious villas were
deserted and left to crumble, and civil society collapsed into chaos. Into this violent and unstable
world came foreign invaders from across the sea, and established themselves as its new masters.
The Anglo-Saxons traces the turbulent history of these people across the next six centuries. It
explains how their earliest rulers fought relentlessly against each other for glory and supremacy,
and then were almost destroyed by the onslaught of the vikings. It explores how they abandoned
their old gods for Christianity, established hundreds of churches and created dazzlingly intricate
works of art. It charts the revival of towns and trade, and the origins of a familiar landscape of
shires, boroughs and bishoprics. It is a tale of famous figures like King Offa, Alfred the Great and
Edward the Confessor, but also features a host of lesser known characters - ambitious queens,
revolutionary saints, intolerant monks and grasping nobles. Through their remarkable careers we
see how a new society, a new culture and a single unified nation came into being. Drawing on a vast
range of original evidence - chronicles, letters, archaeology and artefacts - renowned historian Marc
Morris illuminates a period of history that is only dimly understood, separates the truth from the
legend, and tells the extraordinary story of how the foundations of England were laid.
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons from the Earliest Period to the
Norman Conquest Sharon Turner, 1828
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons from the Earliest Period to the
Norman Conquest Sharon Turner, 2024-11-15 Reprint of the original, first published in 1836.
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons Sharon Turner, 1840
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons from the Earliest Period to the
Norman Conquest Turner, 1840
  history of anglo saxons: The Origins of the Anglo-Saxons Jean Manco, 2022-11-30 Who are the
English? Their language and culture have had an impact on the modern world out of all proportion
to the size of their homeland. But what do we really understand about their ancestry? Traditionally
they have been seen as the descendants of those Germanic peoples who poured into Britain after the
Roman legions departed, today known as the Anglo-Saxons. Alternative interpretations have
questioned this picture, or suggested complications. At last, the astonishing progress made in
extracting and analysing ancient DNA means that theories can be tested empirically, shedding new
light on the movement and migrations of peoples in the past. Skillfully and accessibly blending
together results from this cutting-edge DNA technology with new research from archaeology and
linguistics, Jean Manco reveals a long and adventurous journey before a word of English was spoken.
Going beyond a narrow focus on the Anglo-Saxon period, she probes into the deep origins of the
Germani and their kin, and extends the story to the language of Shakespeare, taken to the first
British colony in America. The result is an exciting new history of the English people, and a
ground-breaking analysis of their development.
  history of anglo saxons: Essays in Anglo-Saxon History Bloomsbury Publishing, 1995-03-01
James Campbell's work on the Anglo-Saxons is recognised as being some of the most original of
recent writing on the period; it is brought together in this collection, which is both an important
contribution to Anglo-Saxon studies in itself and also a pointer to the direction of future research.
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons from the Aerliest Period to the
Norman Conquest Sharon Turner, 1840
  history of anglo saxons: A Brief History of the Anglo-Saxons Geoffrey Hindley, 2013-02-07
Starting AD 400 (around the time of their invasion of England) and running through to the 1100s
(the 'Aftermath'), historian Geoffrey Hindley shows the Anglo-Saxons as formative in the history not



only of England but also of Europe. The society inspired by the warrior world of the Old English
poem Beowulf saw England become the world's first nation state and Europe's first country to
conduct affairs in its own language, and Bede and Boniface of Wessex establish the dating
convention we still use today. Including all the latest research, this is a fascinating assessment of a
vital historical period.
  history of anglo saxons: History of the Anglo-Saxons Sharon Turner, 1840
  history of anglo saxons: Anglo-Saxon England Frank M. Stenton, 2001-06-07 This book covers
the emergence of the earliest English kingdoms to the establishment of the Anglo-Norman monarchy
in 1087. Professor Stenton examines the development of English society, describes the chief phases
in the history of the Anglo-Saxon Church, and studies the unification of Britain begun by the kings of
Mercia, and completed by the kings of Wessex. The result is a fascinating insight into this period of
English history.
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons Sharon Turner, 2018-03-15 Sharon
Turner (1768-1847) practised as a solicitor in London, but as a young man he had become involved
in the study of Anglo-Saxon and Icelandic literature and history. Published 1799-1805, this
four-volume work was a benchmark in Anglo-Saxon studies, drawing on manuscripts in the British
Museum.
  history of anglo saxons: The Making of England Mark Atherton, 2017-01-30 During the tenth
century England began to emerge as a distinct country with an identity that was both part of yet
separate from 'Christendom'. The reigns of Athelstan, Edgar and Ethelred witnessed the emergence
of many key institutions: the formation of towns on modern street plans; an efficient administration;
and a serviceable system of tax. Mark Atherton here shows how the stories, legends, biographies
and chronicles of Anglo-Saxon England reflected both this exciting time of innovation as well as the
myriad lives, loves and hates of the people who wrote them. He demonstrates, too, that this was a
nation coming of age, ahead of its time in its use not of the Book-Latin used elsewhere in Europe, but
of a narrative Old English prose devised for law and practical governance of the nation-state, for
prayer and preaching, and above all for exploring a rich and daring new literature. This prose was
unique, but until now it has been neglected for the poetry. Bringing a volatile age to vivid and
muscular life, Atherton argues that it was the vernacular of Alfred the Great, as much as Viking war,
that truly forged the nation.
  history of anglo saxons: A Short History of the Anglo-Saxons Henrietta Leyser, 2016-11-01
'Here lies our leader all cut down, the valiant man in the dust.' The elegiac words of the Battle of
Maldon, an epic poem written to celebrate the bravery of an English army defeated by Viking raiders
in 991, emerge from a diverse literature – including Beowulf and Bede's Ecclesiastical History –
produced by the peoples known as the Anglo-Saxons: Germanic tribes who migrated to Britain from
Lower Saxony and Denmark in the early fifth century CE. The era once known as the 'Dark Ages'
was marked by stunning cultural advances, and Henrietta Leyser here offers a fresh analysis of
exciting recent discoveries made in the archaeology and art of the Anglo-Saxon world. Arguing that
the desperate struggle (led by Alfred the Great) against the Vikings helped define a distinctively
English sensibility, the author explores relations with the indigenous British, the Anglo-Saxon
conversion to Christianity, the ascendancy of Mercia and the rise of Wessex. This vivid history
evokes both the emergent kingdoms of Alfred and Offa and the golden treasures of Sutton Hoo. It
will appeal to students of early medieval history and to all those who wish to understand how
England was born.
  history of anglo saxons: The Anglo-Saxon World Nicholas J. Higham, M. J. Ryan, 2013-07-30
The Anglo-Saxon period, stretching from the fifth to the late eleventh century, begins with the
Roman retreat from the Western world and ends with the Norman takeover of England. Between
these epochal events, many of the contours and patterns of English life that would endure for the
next millennium were shaped. In this authoritative work, N. J. Higham and M. J. Ryan reexamine
Anglo-Saxon England in the light of new research in disciplines as wide ranging as historical
genetics, paleobotany, archaeology, literary studies, art history, and numismatics. The result is the



definitive introduction to the Anglo-Saxon world, enhanced with a rich array of photographs, maps,
genealogies, and other illustrations. The Anglo-Saxon period witnessed the birth of the English
people, the establishment of Christianity, and the development of the English language. With an
extraordinary cast of characters (Alfred the Great, the Venerable Bede, King Cnut), a long list of
artistic and cultural achievements (Beowulf, the Sutton Hoo ship-burial finds, the Bayeux Tapestry),
and multiple dramatic events (the Viking invasions, the Battle of Hastings), the Anglo-Saxon era lays
legitimate claim to having been one of the most important in Western history.
  history of anglo saxons: The Celt, the Roman, and the Saxon Thomas Wright, 1852
  history of anglo saxons: The History of the Anglo-Saxons... Volume 1 Sharon Turner,
2013-12 Unlike some other reproductions of classic texts (1) We have not used OCR(Optical
Character Recognition), as this leads to bad quality books with introduced typos. (2) In books where
there are images such as portraits, maps, sketches etc We have endeavoured to keep the quality of
these images, so they represent accurately the original artefact. Although occasionally there may be
certain imperfections with these old texts, we feel they deserve to be made available for future
generations to enjoy.
  history of anglo saxons: A Short History of Anglo-Saxon Freedom James Kendall Hosmer,
1890
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