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The origins of  the Anglo-Saxons

Legend: Hengest and Horsa (Bede, Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, 8th cent., 
Geoffrey of  Monmouth, Historia regum Britanniae, 1136)

History: 5th cent.

Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Frisians reached the shores of  Britain and replaced the vacuum 
of  power left by the Romans
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The Heptarchy
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The Anglo-Saxons pushed the 

Britons westwards and 

established seven kingdoms, 

which seldom coexisted

peacefully.



The conversion

597:

Pope Gregory the Great sends Saint Augustine to England. Ethelberht king of  Kent 
is converted.
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The conversion

597:

Pope Gregory the Great sends Saint Augustine to England. Ethelberht king of  Kent 
is converted.

The conversion process continued throughout the seventh century

From North by the Irish and Scottish

From South by the Continent
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674: the synod of  Whitby 

established the adoption 

of  the Roman dating

system for Easter



The conversion

Christianity = religion of  the book
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Christianity = religion of  the book

The Latin alphabet was introduced and soon started to be used not only as a way to 
spread the word of  God
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The conversion

Christianity = religion of  the book

The Latin alphabet was introduced and soon started to be used not only as a way to 
spread the word of  God

Birth of  a vernacular written literature: laws, chronicles, epic poetry
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The Viking raids

793:

the Vikings sack the monastery of  Lindisfarne (Northumbria)
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The Viking raids

793:

the Vikings sack the monastery of  Lindisfarne (Northumbria)

9th cent.:

the Vikings occupy Northumbria, East Anglia and part of  Mercia. Alfred the Great, 
king of  Wessex (871-899) stops their expansion (battle of  Edington, 878) determining
the birth of  the Danelaw.
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Alfred the Great

He is considered the first king of  the Anglo-Saxons.

He promoted a cultural programme known as Alfredian renaissance
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Alfred the Great

He is considered the first king of  the Anglo-Saxons.

He promoted a cultural programme known as Alfredian renaissance

➢ translation of  the most important Latin works into vernacular

St. Augustine’s Soliloquia, Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis and Dialogues, Bede’s
Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, Orosius’s Historiae adversum paganos, 
Boethius’s De consolatione Philosophiae

➢ Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a record of  events (annals), which will be continued until the 
12th cent.
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The Benedictine reform

Coming from the Continent and introduced by king Edgar (959-975), this reform
brought to a new revival of  learning and production of  manuscripts in England
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The Benedictine reform

Coming from the Continent and introduced by king Edgar (959-975), this reform
brought to a new revival of  learning and production of  manuscripts in England 

➢ Dunstan, archbishop of  Canterbury (959-988)

➢ Oswald, bishop of  Worcester (961-992) and archbishop of  York (971-992)

➢ Æthelwold, bishop of  Winchester (963-984)

➢ Æfric of  Eynsham (955-1010), one of  the most distinguished intellectuals in Europe

➢ Wulfstan, bishop of  Worcester and archbishop of  York (1002-1016)
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The four poetic manuscripts

The four major Old English poetic manuscripts we have were all produced in that
period

➢ London, British Library, MS Cotton Vitellius a.xv (Beowulf, etc.); Exeter, Cathedral
Library, MS 3501; Vercelli, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS CXVII; Oxford, Bodleian
Library, MS Junius xi.

They contain traditional and religious poetry in the vernacular along with other 
miscellaneous texts.
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http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=cotton_ms_vitellius_a_xv


1066: the end of  the Anglo-Saxon world

5 January: Edward the Confessor (1042-1066) dies. Having spent his youth in 
Normandy with his mother Emma, he promised the English throne to William, duke
of  Normandy.
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1066: the end of  the Anglo-Saxon world

5 January: Edward the Confessor (1042-1066) dies. Having spent his youth in 
Normandy with his mother Emma, he promised the English throne to William, duke
of  Normandy.

6 January: Harold Godwinson, ruler of  East Anglia and Wessex, claims the English 
throne and is crowned king. 

14 October. William invades England and defeats Harold at Hastings. William becomes
king of  England.
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Hastings embroidered: The Bayeux tapestry

Traditionally attributed to William’s wife Matilda, this huge tapestry (80m long) 
accounts, in a form very close to modern comics, the events that brought to William’s
invasion of  England.
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