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The Anglo Saxon Period Summary: The Anglo-Saxon period, which spanned from the early 5th

century to the Norman Conquest in 1066, marks a significant era in English history. It was a time of

transformation, characterized by the establishment of kingdoms, the spread of Christianity, and the

development of a distinct English culture and language. This article delves into the key features,

historical events, and cultural contributions of the Anglo-Saxon period, providing a comprehensive

overview of its impact on the British Isles.

Historical Context

The Anglo-Saxon period began following the decline of Roman rule in Britain around 410 AD. As

Roman legions withdrew from the island, various Germanic tribes, notably the Angles, Saxons, and

Jutes, began to invade and settle in the region. This migration set the stage for the formation of

several kingdoms and the eventual emergence of a unified England.

Key Events and Developments

1. Migration and Settlement (5th-6th Century)

- The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms emerged as groups of tribes settled in different regions of Britain.

- Notable kingdoms included Wessex, Mercia, Northumbria, and East Anglia.

2. Formation of Kingdoms

- By the 7th century, the Heptarchy—comprising seven major kingdoms—was established.

- Alliances and conflicts among these kingdoms were common, shaping regional power dynamics.

3. Christianization (7th-8th Century)



- The arrival of missionaries, such as Augustine of Canterbury, facilitated the spread of Christianity.

- The establishment of monasteries became central to religious and educational life.

4. Viking Invasions (8th-9th Century)

- Norse raids began in the late 8th century, leading to further instability.

- The Danelaw, a region of England under Danish control, emerged as a result of these invasions.

5. Unification of England (10th Century)

- King Æthelstan, who reigned from 924 to 939, is often credited with uniting various Anglo-Saxon

kingdoms into a single entity.

- This period marked the beginning of a more centralized English monarchy.

Cultural Contributions

The Anglo-Saxon period was not only a time of political change but also a vibrant period for culture

and literature. The contributions of this era laid the foundation for English identity.

Language and Literature

- Old English: The language of the Anglo-Saxons, known as Old English, evolved from the Germanic

dialects of the invading tribes.

- Epic Poetry: One of the most significant literary works from this time is "Beowulf," an epic poem that

reflects the values of heroism, loyalty, and the struggle against evil.

- Religious Texts: Monasteries produced a wealth of religious literature, including homilies, saints' lives,

and biblical translations.



Art and Architecture

- Illuminated Manuscripts: The Anglo-Saxons produced beautifully decorated manuscripts that

showcased their artistic talents.

- Sculpture and Metalwork: Artisans created intricate jewelry, weapons, and ceremonial items, often

incorporating Christian themes.

- Architecture: The construction of churches and monasteries in the Romanesque style marked the

period, with structures often built of stone and featuring arched windows.

Society and Daily Life

The social structure of Anglo-Saxon England was hierarchical, with a clear distinction between different

classes.

Social Hierarchy

1. Kings and Nobility

- Kings ruled over territories and were supported by a group of nobles who governed smaller regions.

- Loyalty to the king was paramount, and nobles often provided military service in return for land.

2. Thegns and Ceorls

- Thegns were lesser nobility who held land and served the king or a nobleman.

- Ceorls (freemen) were farmers who worked the land and had certain rights but were not part of the

nobility.

3. Slaves

- Slavery existed in Anglo-Saxon society, with slaves often working in households or on farms.



Daily Life

- Agriculture: Most people were engaged in farming, with crops such as barley, wheat, and oats being

cultivated.

- Craftsmanship: Skilled artisans produced goods such as pottery, textiles, and metalwork.

- Religion: Christianity played a significant role in daily life, with festivals and rituals marking the

calendar year.

Legal and Political Systems

The Anglo-Saxon legal system was complex, based on customary law and local traditions.

Legal Framework

- Witenagemot: This council of nobles advised the king and made important decisions regarding law

and policy.

- Trial by Ordeal: A method of justice where the accused would undergo physical trials, with the

outcome believed to reflect divine judgment.

Political Structures

- Hundreds and Shires: The land was divided into hundreds (smaller administrative units) and shires

(larger counties), each with its own local governance.

- Local Lords: Local lords held authority in their regions, collecting taxes and administering justice.



Legacy of the Anglo-Saxon Period

The Anglo-Saxon period profoundly influenced the development of England and its culture.

Language and Literature Legacy

- Old English laid the groundwork for the English language, with many words and grammatical

structures still in use today.

- The literary tradition established during this period influenced later writers and poets.

Legal and Political Legacy

- Many legal principles and governmental structures established during the Anglo-Saxon period

continued to shape English law and governance.

- The concept of a parliament and the rights of subjects began to take root in this era.

Cultural Legacy

- The fusion of Anglo-Saxon and Christian traditions created a unique cultural identity that would

evolve over the centuries.

- The artistic and architectural styles from this time influenced subsequent periods, particularly during

the medieval era.



Conclusion

In summary, the Anglo-Saxon period was a transformative era that laid the foundation for the future of

England. The combination of invasions, the establishment of kingdoms, the spread of Christianity, and

the development of a distinctive culture and language all played critical roles in shaping the nation.

The legacy of this period continues to resonate in modern English society, language, and culture,

making it a crucial chapter in the history of the British Isles. Understanding the complexities of this era

allows us to appreciate the rich tapestry of influences that have shaped England into what it is today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What time period does the Anglo-Saxon era cover?

The Anglo-Saxon era in England is generally considered to cover from the 5th century to the Norman

Conquest in 1066.

What are the main historical events that defined the Anglo-Saxon

period?

Key events include the establishment of kingdoms, the spread of Christianity, the Viking invasions, and

the eventual unification of England.

What cultural contributions did the Anglo-Saxons make to England?

The Anglo-Saxons contributed to English literature, language (Old English), art, and architecture,

including the construction of churches and monasteries.

Who were some notable figures from the Anglo-Saxon period?

Notable figures include King Alfred the Great, who defended against Viking invasions, and poets like



Caedmon and Cynewulf.

What was the impact of Christianity on Anglo-Saxon society?

Christianity brought literacy, religious texts, and a new moral framework, influencing art, education, and

governance.

How did the Anglo-Saxon legal system function?

The Anglo-Saxon legal system was based on customary law, with local courts and a system of trial by

jury and ordeal.

What was the significance of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle?

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a crucial historical document that records events in Anglo-Saxon

England, providing insights into its culture and society.

What role did women play in Anglo-Saxon society?

Women in Anglo-Saxon society had various roles, including managing households, participating in

agriculture, and some held positions of power as queens or noblewomen.

What led to the end of the Anglo-Saxon period?

The Anglo-Saxon period ended with the Norman Conquest in 1066, when William the Conqueror

defeated King Harold II at the Battle of Hastings.
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