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The social and political background

The English language became established in the island of Britain in the course
of the fifth and sixth centuries ad. The settlement here of Anglo-Saxon
peoples must be understood as one part of the radical cultural and political
transformation of the late Roman world traditionally known as the ‘Age of
Migrations’ or the ‘Barbarian Invasions’ (Figure 1).1 In Britain there occurred
a more radical linguistic and cultural change than elsewhere in the Western
Roman Empire – that is, in the barbarian successor kingdoms that emerged
from Roman Gaul, Spain and Italy. Whereas on the Continent Latin became
the dominant language, spoken at all levels of society (eventually developing
into the modern Romance languages of French, Spanish and Italian), in
Britain Latin speech went into decline. In most of the lowland zone
Romano-British culture was overwhelmed during the fifth and sixth centuries
by that of pagan Germanic incomers, whose language was to develop into
Old English; whilst in the west of Britain Latin also gave way, but to variant
forms of the indigenous Celtic or Brittonic language (Primitive Welsh and
Cornish).
It is not clear why Britain’s linguistic fortunes were so distinctive. In the

fourth century ad the island had been divided into a number of Roman
provinces, with capitals at London, York, Lincoln and Cirencester. In the
lowland zone, a Latin-speaking ruling elite had lived in high style in rural
Roman villas and had also formed the dominant class in some twenty walled
towns, most of which served as the administrative capitals of tribal territories
or civitates. Latin had also remained – to judge from inscriptions – the
language of the army, even though the late Roman troops themselves had
been recruited from outside the Empire. Latin was also the language used for
the brief inscriptions (or ‘legends’) upon Roman coins issued by numerous
imperial mints on the Continent. Latin is therefore likely to have been the
language of trade, certainly of long-distance trade, throughout the West.2 As
the fourth century progressed, the Romano-British elite had followed the
imperial family’s example and adopted Christianity, beginning to abandon
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their former pagan temples. Bishoprics are also likely to have been established
in the main towns.3 In late antique Britain – as throughout the West – Latin
was also the language in which the Christian Scriptures were transmitted, in
which Christian liturgy was conducted and in which Christian theology was
debated. How securely an urbanized Roman economy and this Christian
Latin culture had actually taken root, even in lowland areas of late fourth-
century Britain, remains an issue of debate.4

What does seem clear, however, is that the successive withdrawals to the
Continent of all the mobile elements of the Roman army of Britain in the late
fourth and early fifth century had culminated in the Emperor Honorius’s
renunciation in c. 410 of the Empire’s commitment to control Britain, and
had left the Latin-speaking civil aristocracy of Britain in a particularly vulner-
able position.5 Only for about a generation did the island’s senatorial aris-
tocracy prove able to negotiate the kind of agreement with groups of
barbarian (‘Saxon’) warrior-settlers that elsewhere in the Empire helped to
ensure the continued domination of Latin culture and speech. British tradition
(preserved by Gildas and the Historia Brittonum) remembered thereafter a
‘Saxon’ rising against their British employers. English tradition (recorded by
Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) preferred to record the arrival in the
middle years of the fifth century of a succession of Anglo-Saxon warrior-
leaders and their followers in a few ships, which Bede termed ‘the arrival of
the English’ (adventus Anglorum). The subsequent victories of these leaders
or of their descendants over British enemies were remembered as the founda-
tion of English kingdoms and dynasties.6

In southern and eastern Britain this political and cultural transformation is
detectable in the archaeological record by newly established burial grounds,
the so-called ‘pagan Anglo-Saxon cemeteries’ of the fifth, sixth and seventh
centuries – some containing only cremation burials, with the ashes placed
within hand-made but highly decorated pots or urns; some comprising inhu-
mation burials with accompanying grave-goods (especially jewellery and
weapons); while others were mixed-rite cemeteries (that is, with both crema-
tions and inhumations).7 Unless DNA analysis from burials in many of these
cemeteries comes to provide clear and consistent evidence, it is unlikely ever to
be possible to assess what proportion of those buried were immigrants of
Germanic origin and speech, and what proportion were men and women
from the indigenous British population, who had either been compelled or
had chosen to use the new cemeteries and to adopt Anglo-Saxon burial
practices and accoutrements. At present therefore, archaeology cannot deter-
mine whether the Anglo-Saxon settlements involved a migration of peasant
farmers from the Continent or comprised a series of military land-takings by a
Germanic warrior-elite, which subjected the indigenous British rural
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population. But the designs of the cremation urns and most of the stylistic
links of the jewellery and weapons buried as grave-goods do establish that the
cultural affiliation of these burials was predominantly, though not exclus-
ively, with the North German and Danish homelands of the Anglo-Saxons
and with the ‘Frisian’ coastal sites of the Low Countries (Figure 1). These
cemeteries may therefore already represent a conscious adoption of an Anglo-
Saxon or ‘English’ identity in lowland Britain.
Linguistic evidence for the relations of Anglo-Saxons, Britons and Latin

speakers in these ‘Dark Ages’ has proved equally problematic.8 The extreme
rarity of loan-words of Celtic origin in Modern English and their virtual
absence from the recorded word-store of Old English indicates that
Brittonic languages were perceived as having inferior status to English;
British words were eschewed in written English, lest they betrayed the writer’s
low status. But the ways in which Old English came to differ in its morphol-
ogy and syntax from otherWest Germanic languages hints that people whose
first language was Celtic may have had a considerable influence upon how the
English language developed within Britain. That would fit with the evidence
of place-names. While the British names for many major Roman sites sur-
vived in use (at least as one element of the Anglo-Saxon and modern English
names), a considerable number of Celtic names, especially of rivers and
natural features, were also retained and applied to adjacent settlements
throughout the lowland zone. But the vast bulk of the modern names of
rural settlements (farms, hamlets and villages) are English coinages of the
Anglo-Saxon period; they reflect the ultimate dominance of Old English in
lowland Britain, but we do not have any clear chronology for their formation.
Many of the earliest English names seem (like the Celtic survivals) to have
been topographic names. ‘Habitative’ names, such as those in -ham and -tun,
are not now presumed to be early formations from the period of the ‘pagan
Anglo-Saxon cemeteries’; some of them can indeed be shown to preserve the
names of particular tenth- or eleventh-century lords, rather than (as once
supposed) of the first Anglo-Saxon founders of new settlements. What
remains clear is that the survival of a small but significant Celtic element in
the place-names in even the most easterly English regions points to the
survival of a population of Celtic origin, whose language was to be lost
over a number of generations.
The pagan culture of the Anglo-Saxon settlers of Britain was fundamentally

changed in the course of the seventh century by the two Christian missions to
the English: the Roman monks sent by Pope Gregory I to Kent under King
Æthelberht in 597, who were led by St Augustine, and the Irish-speaking
monks from Iona under St Aidan received by KingOswald of Northumbria in
635. In his remarkable Ecclesiastical History of the English People,
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completed in the year 731,9 the Northumbrian monk Bede indicates that by
the end of the sixth century a dozen or more pagan Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
had been established in eastern and southern Britain, ranging from the Isle of
Wight and the West Saxons in the south to Bernicia in the north-east, lying
between the river Tees and the Firth of Forth (Figure 2). Bede concentrates
upon the conversion of the ruling dynasties of these kingdoms to Christianity,
having little to say about the beliefs of the mass of the rural population.10

Bede did preserve Pope Gregory’s advice to Augustine to facilitate the con-
version process by reusing pagan temples as churches (after appropriate ritual
cleansing) and by allowing great feasts at timely Christian anniversaries in
lieu of the seasonal pagan animal sacrifices (HE i.30). That process of
acculturation has given the English their days of the week named after
pagan gods (Tiw, Woden, Thor and Frei), their Christmas ceremonies involv-
ing ‘Yuletide’ feasting (deriving from the pagan midwinter ceremony of
Giuli), and most remarkably of all their retention of the name ‘Easter’ for
the annual celebration of the supreme Christian commemoration of Christ’s
Resurrection, which is actually that of the Germanic fertility goddess Eostre,
whose springtime fertility rites survive in popular gifts of decorated eggs.

Bede records the succession of bishops to the sees established by the two
missions and the dramatic fluctuations of pagan and Christian fortunes in the
seventh century. His Ecclesiastical History reinforced the message that the
English were a ‘chosen people’ by calculating dates for events in their history
from the birth of Christ; he thereby pioneered the use of ad dating and
influenced subsequent history-writing in Europe, leading to the modern all-
purpose numbering of years according to the so-called ‘common era’. Bede’s
own mastery of the complexities of the Christian inheritance of solar and
lunar calendars led him to emphasize the conflicts between the Roman and
Irish missions over the calculation of the date of Easter and the difficulties in
both his native Northumbria and in the kingdoms under its influence arising
from the two missions’ use of divergent calendars until 664, when King
Oswiu supported Roman practice at the Synod of Whitby (HE iii.25–6).
That decision paved the way for the learned Greek ecclesiastic, Theodore, a
papal nominee as archbishop of Canterbury (668–90), to reorganize the
English Church. In his time and in the following quarter-century a network
of monasteries (or ‘minsters’) was established in every Anglo-Saxon kingdom
and diocese as the foundation for Christian worship and for routine pastoral
work.11

It is noteworthy that the areas of Britain whose ecclesiastical history Bede
recounts in detail correspond closely with those where the ‘pagan Anglo-
Saxon cemeteries’ had been established. By contrast he seems to have had
little knowledge of territories under English rule west of the Pennines, where
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the British language lasted longer and where British churches may still have
endured within his lifetime. Bede’s intention was indeed to minimize the role
of British Christianity, emphasizing instead the sins of the Britons, their
doctrinal errors and their failure to convert the Anglo-Saxons. That all helped
to justify the English takeover of much of the island of Britain and the
continued reduction of Britons to servile or tributary status. Bede’s purpose
here, like that of the later Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, was to present Anglo-
Saxon kings as the true successors of the Romans in the legitimate Christian
rule of the island. In this endeavour his work is notable for its assumption that
the kingdoms of his own day, which he considered to have ‘Jutish’, ‘Saxon’ or
‘English’ origins (HE i.15), nonetheless shared a common ecclesiastical his-
tory, that of a single English people (gens Anglorum). That interpretative
model reflected the structure of the English Church deriving from Gregory I’s
scheme for two provinces, each with twelve subordinate bishoprics under
metropolitan sees at London and York (HE i.29) – although in the event the
southern archbishopric was to be set up at Canterbury in 597 (rather than at
London), and not until 735 did it prove possible to establish York as an
archbishopric. What emerged by the mid-eighth century was a Church with
provinces for the ‘southern’ and the ‘northern’ English, which were never,
however, in the pre-Conquest period to gain ecclesiastical authority over the
politically independent British, Scottish or Pictish kingdoms of the west and
north. York’s authority therefore always remained significantly smaller than
Canterbury’s, with at most four suffragan sees in comparison to Canterbury’s
eleven or twelve. Within lowland Britain, however, the development of a
common English identity was facilitated by the greater wealth and military
power of the English rulers and also by the perception that the English Church
was alone in being considered orthodox at Rome. The Anglo-Saxon Church
was indeed careful throughout its history to maintain very close links with the
papacy, in part as a means of strengthening the concept of a shared English
Christian identity within Britain.
The use of the English language for the imposition of law and the main-

tenance of justice was another factor encouraging the general adoption of
English identity. There survive four law-codes in the names of seventh-
century English kings, three from Kent (Æthelberht, Hlothhere and Eadric,
and Wihtred) and one from Wessex (Ine). Like all later Anglo-Saxon legisla-
tion (from the laws of King Alfred to those of Cnut) and in contrast to the
continental barbarian codes, these early laws are all in the vernacular
language rather than in Latin.12 They strongly suggest that the law-courts
of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had operated in the English language from the
start and that access to the law depended upon use of that language. While
the preservation of the text of laws in the name of King Æthelberht of
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Kent – the first Anglo-Saxon king to be baptized a Christian –was of course a
product of the continuity of church archives in Kent, we should beware
presuming that the Anglo-Saxons had hitherto only known unwritten cus-
tomary law, and that written law should itself be reckoned an innovation of
the Gregorian mission – along with the Latin alphabet, the Holy Scriptures
and Latin liturgical and exegetical books. For it seems very unlikely that St
Augustine of Canterbury (or his Roman companions) composed any of
Æthelberht’s laws – except perhaps for the first clause providing legal protec-
tion for churchmen. All the rest seem uniformly non-Christian (or pre-
Christian) in content. Until Æthelberht’s baptism, laws may for generations
have been written down in Old English (or in earlier West Germanic lan-
guages) in the runic alphabet (or futhorc, as it is called from its first six letters)
by pagan rune-masters.13

The conversion of the English to Christianity meant that education had
initially to be geared to training English monks and priests to read and
understand the Scriptures and to deliver Christian rituals in Latin. It is there-
fore of interest that in the school of Archbishop Theodore andAbbot Hadrian
at Canterbury there developed a practice of annotating the Latin biblical texts
and many basic works of the Church Fathers with Greek or Latin synonyms
written above key words in a smaller script, as a means of conveying inherited
learning and also of translating some terms into English as a basic educational
device. Lists of such ‘glosses’ were soon being formed and circulated for
memorization.14 We know, moreover, from Bede’s account of the poet
Cædmon that Christian poetry was being composed in the English language
in the later seventh century, and (intriguingly) by one whose name was British
and who seems to have been of peasant status until his admission into the
male community at Whitby (HE iv.22). That may hint at the development of
English identity in the North Riding of Yorkshire. We possess precious
eighth-century witnesses to the Old English text of Cædmon’s Hymn, as
well as to a version of the anonymous Dream of the Rood. But the bulk of
the extant Old English poetry, both religious and secular, is only extant in
manuscripts of the late tenth or early eleventh century, and we lack – except
perhaps for the heroic secular masterpiece Beowulf – clear means of deter-
mining whether the extant texts were composed significantly earlier than the
script of the manuscripts.15What seems clear is that Old English poetry, both
Christian and secular, was preserved in Anglo-Saxon monastic libraries and
reflects the taste of the almost exclusively aristocratic membership of those
houses.16

The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of the seventh and eighth centuries were the
product of frequent warfare, both with the British kingdoms on the western
marches and with their Anglo-Saxon neighbours. Two general developments
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are evident: military predominance tended to pass to those Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms that had a frontier with territories still under British rule, whose
inhabitants could be enslaved or made tributary; secondly, the smaller Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms were gradually subjected to the larger ones, and their royal
dynasties were suppressed. Bede provides striking examples of both processes
(HE i.34, iv.16): he recounts how no previous ruler before the pagan
Northumbrian king Æthelfrith (592–616) had either rendered more land
habitable for the English by exterminating the natives or subjected more of
them to payment of tribute; he also records how the Christian West Saxon
warrior-king Ceadwalla (685–8) compelled the pagan Jutish princes of the
Isle of Wight to accept baptism and then had them executed, as part of a
process to ‘drive out all the natives’ (omnes indigenas exterminare) and to
replace them with men of his own (West Saxon) people. Bede’s willingness to
use the language of ethnic cleansing reveals that the forcible expulsion of
existing landed lords was a normal concomitant of warfare in this period.
Later in the eighth century, when our narrative sources are less informative, it
is still possible to demonstrate, chiefly from the evidence of charters, compar-
able processes by which King Offa of Mercia (757–96) suppressed the ruling
dynasties and local aristocracies of Kent, the South Saxons and the Hwicce
and began to install Mercian nobles in their place.17

This process by which the ‘pike’ among the English kingdoms ‘swallowed
the minnows’ had developed until just four Anglo-Saxon kingdoms remained
by the early ninth century: Northumbria, East Anglia, Mercia (which had
taken over the whole Midland area between the Thames and the Humber)
and Wessex, which had come to dominate all the area south of the Thames
and was seeking to wrest control of the former East Saxon kingdom from the
Mercians. English historians have indeed often been tempted to interpret the
course of Anglo-Saxon political history as one of progress towards
the desired political objective of a single English nation-state. Significant
stages in that process have been detected in a famous passage of Bede’s
History (HE ii.5) in which he claimed that Æthelberht of Kent was the
third of seven English rulers to exercise a lordship (imperium) over all the
southern English kingdoms. Bede only extended his list as far as Kings Edwin,
Oswald andOswiu, who ruled the Northumbrian kingdom between 617 and
670, and who at times had authority over the southern English and even over
parts of northern Britain as well. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, compiled in
Wessex at the court of King Alfred in the 890s, bombastically adds Alfred’s
grandfather King Ecgberht (802–39) to the list as the eighth Bretwalda
(‘mighty ruler’ or ‘ruler of Britain’), on the basis of his very brief conquest
of the Mercians and of the peace that he established with the Northumbrians
in the same year (829).18
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It seems clear that several Mercian kings – Penda (626×33–55), Wulfhere
(658–75),Æthelbald (716–57) andOffa (757–96) – had for somewhat longer
periods of their reigns also been able to exercise a similar lordship over the
southern English. These periodic military ‘over-kingships’ did not, however,
amount to a regular office with settled institutions for succession and govern-
ment. Their power depended upon the uncertain fortunes of battle. Yet the
huge potential profits from booty and tribute and from trading captives as
slaves attracted several Anglo-Saxon rulers to attempt to gain this form of
predatory hegemony. An insight into the wealth of gold and silver and into
the superb metalworking craftsmanship available to such powerful overlords
in the seventh century is provided on the one hand by the ‘Sutton Hoo ship-
burial’ (very probably the memorial of King Rædwald of the East Angles, the
fourth overlord in Bede’s list); and on the other by the ‘Staffordshire Hoard’,
which contained inter alia wonderfully fine gold and garnet decorative adorn-
ments for the handles of more than seventy-five dress-swords. It thus conveys
some impression of the conspicuous wealth that drew warriors into the
service of Mercian overlords in the later seventh century.19

Owing to the remarkable longevity of two Mercian kings, Æthelbald
(716–57) andOffa (757–96), the powers exercised by Anglo-Saxon overlords
in the eighth century seem to have been becoming more durable. But neither
ruler proved able to establish a lasting dynasty. Indeed the insecurity gener-
ated within an overlord’s retinue, as age made him less willing to lead profit-
able military expeditions, may help to explainÆthelbald’s murder by his own
retainers at Seckington (Warwickshire) in 757. Offa was indeed to make a
more coherent effort to perpetuate his regime by adopting methods of legit-
imization that had been successfully pioneered on the Continent by the
Carolingian dynasty. In order to have his son Ecgfrith consecrated as king
in 787, i.e. during the father’s lifetime, Offa pushed through a radical restruc-
turing of the English Church by raising his Mercian see of Lichfield to
metropolitan status (at Canterbury’s expense). But the antagonisms among
the former royal families, aristocracies and leading ecclesiastics, whose power
Offa had curtailed so radically, provoked a violent rejection of Mercian rule
both in Kent and in East Anglia as soon as Offa died. Moreover, the death of
Ecgfrith, in 796, within a few months of his father, exposed the fragility of
Offa’s plans and appeared to provide a divine judgement that Offa’s violence
had indeed exceeded what was appropriate for a Christian king.20 Within a
few years the archbishopric of Lichfield had been abolished and Canterbury’s
authority over the whole of its province re-established (803).

In the ninth century the trajectory of English political history changed. The
rulers of the continuing Northumbrian, Mercian, East Anglian and West
Saxon kingdoms now all faced a common external threat. In 793 seaborne
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Viking raiders sacked the Northumbrian royal monastery of Lindisfarne, an
event that caused Alcuin to lament that ‘never before has such a terror
appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it
thought that such an inroad from the sea could be made’.21 Similar raids in
successive years on Bede’s former monastery of Jarrow (794) and on Iona
(795) indicate the start of regular pagan Scandinavian raiding; there are also
hints in Kentish charters between c. 790 and 815 that this Viking threat
persuaded both Offa and Cenwulf ofMercia (798–821) to attempt to restruc-
ture military service and the building of fortresses and bridges to counter the
new danger. Though the poverty of our narrative sources for English history
in the first half of the ninth century has obscured the details of this early
Viking activity, we can detect a new phase of ‘Danish’ activity in 851, when
for the first time in England a ‘heathen army’ spent the winter on the island of
Thanet rather than returning in the autumn to Scandinavia. That practice,
already pioneered on the Continent, enabled Viking armies to remain longer
in the field and to terrorize and extract booty from English rulers far more
systematically than hitherto. Thus the ‘great heathen army’ which arrived in
East Anglia in the autumn of 865was thereafter to move each autumn to new
winter quarters in different English or British kingdoms until the year 879,
when a newly raised force followed the same strategy on the Continent (where
its great size was also noted) for thirteen years until this ‘large army’ (se micla
here) returned to England between 892 and 896. A final phase of ninth-
century Viking activity had been reached when sections of these large armies
under particular commanders chose to give up their full-time raiding and
instead take over and rule territories in England. Thus the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle describes how in 870 the Danes killed King Edmund of East
Anglia and ‘conquered all the land’, how in 876 ‘Healfdan shared out the
land of the Northumbrians and they proceeded to plough and support
themselves’, and how the following year saw the ‘sharing out’ of the eastern
half of Mercia.22

The Viking conquests of the 870s destroyed three of the four ninth-century
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms (East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria); but East
Anglia and the southern half of Northumbria were soon to be replaced by
new kingdoms with Scandinavian dynasties, while in the East Midlands a
more fragmented regime emerged, structured around Viking boroughs. In
these conquered areas Christian institutions struggled to survive in any form;
indeed East Anglia, the East Midlands and Lindsey were to lack bishops for
about seventy-five years. Pagan Scandinavian warriors became the lordly
class, and distinctively Scandinavian legal customs and terminology were to
be retained there throughout the rest of the Anglo-Saxon period, so that the
region came to be known as the ‘Danelaw’. Old Norse speakers also came to
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have a huge influence on the evolution of the English language, particularly
on that of the East Midlands, the dialect which underlies Modern English.
Scandinavian speech also affected the place-names of the region, so that
Norse terms (such as -by and -thorp) for farm settlements were used for
new names, usually in conjunction with Scandinavian personal names. It
remains controversial whether this huge linguistic impact could have been
achieved just through the evolution of successive contingents of Viking armies
into an enduring landed aristocracy in northern and eastern England, or
whether we also need to posit a significant migration of Scandinavian pea-
sant-farmers into the Danelaw.23

The attempt of the ‘great army’ to subjugate all four of the English king-
doms failed when King Alfred of Wessex (871–99) defeated ‘King’ Guthrum
in the battle of Edington (878) and oversaw his baptism as a Christian in an
elaborate ceremony involving thirty of his followers. Between 892 and 896

the successor ‘great army’ tried once more to conquer southern England, but
by then King Alfred’s military reforms had taken root and had fundamentally
altered the balance of power in his favour.24 Alfred and the ecclesiastical
advisers attracted to his court regarded the Viking assaults as God’s punish-
ment of a people who had permitted the decline of religious life and of Latin
learning in England. Their programme to assuage the Lord’s anger by devis-
ing a strong Christian education in the English language for all aristocratic
English children through the provision of vernacular versions of the books
‘most important for men to know’ was outlined in the king’s preface to the
translation of Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Care, produced c. 890. It was
accompanied by English versions of other patristic works, of Bede’s History
and by the composition of a newwork, theAnglo-Saxon Chronicle, depicting
the West Saxon dynasty as the successors in Britain of Christian Roman
emperors.25

Alongside the West Saxon success against the Vikings, a fragment of the
former Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria also remained independent
north of the river Tees, under a dynasty of ealdormen based in Bamburgh; and
western Mercia likewise avoided submitting to Scandinavian rule by alliance
with Wessex, first under Ealdorman Æthelred and then from 910–19 under
his widow, Æthelflæd (King Alfred’s daughter). These developments enabled
King Alfred and his successors to present themselves from the 890s as kings of
the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ and his grandsons – King Æthelstan (924–39), Eadmund
(939–46) and Eadred (946–55) – as ‘kings of the English’ (using the title rex
Anglorum) from 928 onwards. Such titles portrayed the conquest ofMidland
and Northern England by Alfred’s able descendants as a process of unifica-
tion of the English people, rather than as the conquest of northern and eastern
kingdoms by the southern dynasty. Key stages in the northward extension of
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