Course Setup
1. Format
▶
▶

14 lectures (final session not covered on exam)
1 exam or term paper (see course catalogue/instructor)

2. Resources (StudIP)
▶
▶
▶
▶

Syllabus
Readings (conserve paper!)
Key concepts
Lecture slides
▶

Bibliographies

3. Homework
▶
▶

Primary readings (Old English literature, typically one text per week)
Secondary readings (introductory essays, typically one per week)

1: The Anglo-Saxons
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Figure: Sutton Hoo belt buckle (NEN Gallery)

Key Questions
▶

What did Britain look like prior to the Anglo-Saxon period?

▶

Where did its early medieval colonizers come from?

▶

How did they deal with those already there?

▶

What does historiography tell us about early Germanic and
Anglo-Saxon culture?

▶

What were the perspectives and biases of these early
historiographers?

▶

What do archaeology and art tell us about Anglo-Saxon culture?

▶

What do we know about pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon and Germanic
religion?

▶

How did Christianity come to the Anglo-Saxons?

▶

How did the coming of Christianity affect Anglo-Saxon society and
culture?

▶

Whatever happened to the Anglo-Saxons?

Part I: Origins

Prehistoric Britain

Figure: Late Iron Age Britain (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Roman Invasions

55 bce
54 bce

34–25 bce
c. ce 15
ce 43–84

Caesar (2 legions) unsuccessfully skirmishes with the
Britons in Kent
Caesar (5 legions) marches into Kent, installs a friendly
king over the Trinovantes, making them the first in a series of client states
Three invasions are planned but never carried out
The Trinovantes are conquered by the Catuvellauni
Britain is conquered in stages and made a Roman province

Roman Campaigns in the First Century ce

Figure: Roman Campaigns 43–84 (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Roman Britannia

Figure: Roman Britain (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

The Germanic Homeland

Figure: Germanic migrations, c. 750 bce–ce 117 (CC-BY-SA WMC user)
(red before 750 bce; orange before 1 ce; beige before 100 ce; green after 100 ce)

The Germanic Homeland

Figure: Germanic migrations, c. 100 ce–c. ce 117 (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Germania and the Roman Empire

Figure: The Roman Empire and Germania (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Tacitus: Germania (c. 98 ce)

“

The Germani themselves are indigenous, I believe, and have in
no way been mixed by the arrivals and alliances of other
peoples, because in the past those who sought to exchange
their old territory for new did not come by land but were
carried by fleets, and the Ocean beyond Germania,
immeasurable and so to speak hostile, is visited by very few
ships from our parts. Moreover, quite apart from the danger of
a rough and unknown sea, who would abandon Asia or Africa
or Italy and seek out Germania, with its unlovely landscape
and harsh climate, dreary to inhabit and behold, if it were not
one’s native land? (Germania 2.1, trans. Rives)

”

Tacitus: Germania (c. 98 ce)

“

“

Consequently, they also all have the same physical appearance,
so far as can be said for so numerous a people: fierce blue eyes,
tawny hair, bodies that are big but strong only in attack. They
lack an equivalent endurance of labour and toils, and have no
resistance at all to thirst and heat; but to cold and lack of food
the climate and soil have made them accustomed. (Germania
4.1, trans. Rives)
As for gods, Mercury (i.e. Wodan) is the one they worship most
[…]. They attend to auspices and lots like no one else. […]
When battle has been joined, it is shameful for a leader to be
surpassed in valour, shameful for his retinue to lag behind. […]
Whenever not engaged in war, they spend a little time hunting
but much more relaxing, devoting themselves to sleep and
food. [… T]he Germanic peoples inhabit no cities. (Germania
9–15, trans. Rives)

”

”

The Migration Period, c. s. iv–c. s. viii

Figure: Migrations 100–500 ce (CC-BY-SA WMC User)

The Destabilization of Rome

Figure: Sylvestre, “The Sack of Rome by the Barbarians” (public domain / WMC)

Genesis

“

In the year of our Lord 449, […] the nation of the Angles, or
Saxons, being invited by the aforesaid king, arrived in Britain
with three ships of war and had a place in which to settle
assigned to them by the same king, in the eastern part of the
island, on the pretext of fighting in defence of their country,
whilst their real intentions were to conquer it. Accordingly
they engaged with the enemy, who were come from the north
to give battle, and the Saxons obtained the victory. When the
news of their success and of the fertility of the country, and the
cowardice of the Britons, reached their own home, a more
considerable fleet was quickly sent over, bringing a greater
number of men, and these, being added to the former army,
made up an invincible force. The newcomers received of the
Britons a place to inhabit among them, upon condition that
they should wage war against their enemies for the peace and
security of the country, whilst the Britons agreed to furnish
them with pay. (Bede, Ecclesiastical History 1.15, trans. Sellar)

”

Origins

“

Those who came over were of the three most powerful nations
of Germany—Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. From the Jutes are
descended the people of Kent, and of the Isle of Wight,
including those in the province of the West-Saxons who are to
this day called Jutes, seated opposite to the Isle of Wight. From
the Saxons, that is, the country which is now called Old Saxony,
came the East-Saxons, the South-Saxons, and the West-Saxons.
From the Angles, that is, the country which is called Angulus,
and which is said, from that time, to have remained desert to
this day, between the provinces of the Jutes and the Saxons, are
descended the East-Angles, the Midland-Angles, the Mercians,
all the race of the Northumbrians, that is, of those nations that
dwell on the north side of the river Humber, and the other
nations of the Angles. (Bede, Ecclesiastical History 1.15, trans.
Sellar)

”

Ancestors and Origins

Figure: Homelands and Settlements (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Let’s Not Forget the Frisians: Procopius (s. vi)

“

The island of Brittia is inhabited by three very numerous
nations, each having one king over it. And the names of these
nations are Anglii, Frissones, and Brittones, the last being
named from the island itself. And so great appears to be the
population of these nations that every year they emigrate
thence in large companies with their women and children and
go to the land of the Franks. (Procopius, The Wars 8.20, §§7–8,
trans. Dewing)

”

Let’s Not Forget the Frisians: Óttarr svarti (s. xi)

7

“

Fjǫrlausa hykk Frísi
friðskerðir þar gerðu,
brauzt með byggðu setri
Brandfurðu, þik randa;
Játmundar hlaut undir
ættniðr gǫfugr hættar,
danskr herr skaut þá dǫrrum
drótt, en þú rakt flótta.
(Knútsdrápa)

(On the Battle of Brentford, 1016)

“

”

I heard that you,
<warrior>,
killed
Frisians there; you
demolished Brentford
along with the settled
areas; Edmund’s noble
descendant received
dangerous wounds;
the Danish army shot
at the king’s men with
spears then, and you
chased the retreat.

”

Ancestors and Origins

Figure: Homelands and Settlements (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Germanic Dialects

Figure: Germanic Dialects c. 1 ce (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Myth and Conquest: Bede (c. 731)

“

The first commanders are said to have been the two brothers
Hengist and Horsa. […] They were the sons of Victgilsus, whose
father was Vitta, son of Vecta, son of Woden; from whose stock
the royal race of many provinces trace their descent. In a short
time, swarms of the aforesaid nations came over into the
island, and the foreigners began to increase so much, that they
became a source of terror to the natives themselves who had
invited them. Then, having on a sudden entered into league
with the Picts, whom they had by this time repelled by force of
arms, they began to turn their weapons against their allies.
(Ecclesiastical History 1.15, trans. Sellar)

”

Extortion: Bede (c. 731)

“

At first, they obliged them to furnish a greater quantity of
provisions; and, seeking an occasion of quarrel, protested, that
unless more plentiful supplies were brought them, they would
break the league, and ravage all the island; nor were they
backward in putting their threats into execution. In short, the
fire kindled by the hands of the pagans, proved God’s just
vengeance for the crimes of the people; not unlike that which,
being of old lighted by the Chaldeans, consumed the walls and
all the buildings of Jerusalem. For here, too, through the agency
of the pitiless conqueror, yet by the disposal of the just Judge, it
ravaged all the neighbouring cities and country, spread the
conflagration from the eastern to the western sea, without any
opposition, and overran the whole face of the doomed island.
(Ecclesiastical History 1.15, trans. Sellar)

”

Genocide: Bede (c. 731)

“

Public as well as private buildings were overturned; the priests
were everywhere slain before the altars; no respect was shown
for office, the prelates with the people were destroyed with fire
and sword; nor were there any left to bury those who had been
thus cruelly slaughtered. Some of the miserable remnant, being
taken in the mountains, were butchered in heaps. Others,
spent with hunger, came forth and submitted themselves to the
enemy, to undergo for the sake of food perpetual servitude, if
they were not killed upon the spot. Some, with sorrowful
hearts, fled beyond the seas. Others, remaining in their own
country, led a miserable life of terror and anxiety of mind
among the mountains, woods and crags. (Ecclesiastical History
1.15, trans. Sellar)

”

Penitential Thinking: Gildas (s. vi)

“

Meanwhile, God being willing to purify his family who were
infected by so deep a stain of woe, and at the hearing only of
their calamities to amend them; a vague rumour suddenly as if
on wings reaches the ears of all, that their inveterate foes were
rapidly approaching to destroy the whole country, and to take
possession of it, as of old, from one end to the other. But yet
they derived no advantage from this intelligence; for, like
frantic beasts, taking the bit of reason between their teeth, they
abandoned the safe and narrow road, and rushed forward upon
the broad downward path of vice, which leads to death. (The
Destruction of Britain ch. 22, trans. Giles)

”

Penitential Thinking: Gildas (s. vi)

“

Then all the councillors, together with that proud tyrant
Gurthrigern [Vortigern], the British king, were so blinded, that,
as a protection to their country, they sealed its doom by
inviting in among them (like wolves into the sheep-fold), the
fierce and impious Saxons, a race hateful both to God and men,
to repel the invasions of the northern nations. (The Destruction
of Britain ch. 23, trans. Giles)

”

Penitential Thinking: Gildas (s. vi)

“

A multitude of whelps came forth from the lair of this barbaric
lioness, in three cyuls, as they call them, that is, in three ships of
war, with their sails wafted by the wind and with omens and
prophecies favourable, for it was foretold by a certain
soothsayer among them, that they should occupy the country
to which they were sailing three hundred years, and half of that
time, a hundred and fifty years, should plunder and despoil the
same. They first landed on the eastern side of the island, by the
invitation of the unlucky king, and there fixed their sharp
talons, apparently to fight in favour of the island, but alas!
more truly against it. Their mother-land, finding her first brood
thus successful, sends forth a larger company of her wolfish
offspring, which sailing over, join themselves to their
bastard-born comrades. (The Destruction of Britain ch. 23,
trans. Giles)

”

Was There a Sudden Mass Influx of Continental DNA?

+ North German decrease in men, esp. aged 20–40 (Burmeister)
- English burial samples more balanced: local and nonlocal males and
females of all ages (Montgomery et al.)
+ Y-chromosome haplotypes for England, Frisia, Norway today
genetically indistinguishable, suggesting 5th-c. Germanic men may
have contributed 50–100% to the male gene pool (Weale et al.)
→ Still does not prove a sudden mass migration.
▶

We may assume the Roman retreat enabled an increase in
immigration over the following centuries.

What About the Celts?

▶

Conventional explanation: mass immigration + apartheid
▶
▶

Accounts of Gildas and Bede
Barely any lexical borrowing, and short-lived:
▶
▶
▶

▶

drȳ “magician”
brocc “badger”
Most things else either Continental or post-Conquest loans

Alternative hypothesis: elite dominance + rapid acculturation
▶

▶

Language shifts result in syntactic and phonological, not lexical,
borrowing (Filppula)
wealh “slave; Welshman”

Part II: Culture

Germanic Religion According to Tacitus

“

As for gods, Mercury is the one they worship most, and on
certain days they think it right to propitiate him even with
human victims. Hercules and Mars they appease with lawful
animals. (Germania 9.1, trans. Rives)

Interpretatio romana:

“

Wodan
Thor
Tiw

=
=
=

Mercury (cf. mercredi)
Hercules
Mars (cf. mardi)

In other matters, they judge it not in accord with the greatness
of the gods to confine them with walls or to liken them in
appearance to any human countenance. They consecrate
woods and groves, and the mystery that they see only in their
awe they call by the names of gods. (Germania 9.2, trans. Rives)

→ polytheism
→ sacrifice

→ outdoor worship
→ sanctity of trees

”

”

Germanic Religion and Culture According to Tacitus

“

“

From their sacred groves they remove certain images and
symbols that they carry into battle. An especially strong
incitement to courage is the fact that a wedge is formed not by
accident or random conglomeration, but through family
connections and kinship; and nearby are their loved ones, from
whom are heard the shrieks of women and the wails of babes.
(Germania 7.2, trans. Rives)
When battle has been joined, it is shameful for a leader to be
surpassed in valour, shameful for his retinue to lag behind.
(Germania 14.1, trans. Rives)

→ Sanctity of trees
→ Magico-religious elements (aid in warfare)
→ Strong social cohesion based in kinship
→ Comitatus culture

”
”

The Conversion

▶

Germanic culture not
especially receptive to
Christianity
▶
▶
▶

▶

Figure: Cruciform reliquary (probably
Winchester; CC-BY Marie-Lan
Nguyen)

Rural
Strong social cohesion
This-worldly religion

Kings saw its potential for
consolidation of power

Missionary Efforts from Rome

Figure: Augustine’s Journey (596–597; public domain/ WMC)

Missionary Efforts from Rome

Figure: Canterbury Cathedral (CC-BY: Kai Hendry)

Missionary Efforts from Ireland

Figure: Iona and Lindisfarne (public domain / WMC user)

Figure: Lindisfarne Castle (CC-BY:
Flickr user)

Figure: Lindisfarne Priory (CC-BY-SA:
WMC user)

Irish Versus Roman Christianity in England

▶

The sources speak of top-down conversion
▶

Rulers may have been drawn to the Church’s power and infrastructure

▶

Universal religions favour political consolidation and expansion

▶

Irish Christianity strongly monastic, apolitical, anarchic, personal

Effects of Christianization
▶
▶
▶
▶

Suppression of pagan ritual and belief
Increased international relations
More uniform orientation on foreign artistic models
Introduction of parchment–ink technology → written culture

Figure: Quill on parchment (own work)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo burial mound 2 (CC-BY-SA Geoff Dallimore)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo model (CC-BY-SA Steven J. Plunkett)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo excavation, 1939 (public domain / Harold John Phillips)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo sword (CC0 WMC
user)

Figure: Sutton Hoo shield (CC-BY-SA
Colin Payne)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo belt buckle (NEN Gallery)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo shoulder clasp (CC-BY-SA Rob Roy)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo helmet (CC-BY-SA Rob Roy)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Sutton Hoo lyre (public domain / Andreas Praefcke)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Staffordshire hoard (CC-BY David Rowan)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Lindisfarne Gospels: Matthew incipit (public domain/ WMC)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Lindisfarne Gospels: Chi Rho (Mt 1:18; public domain / WMC)

Art and Archaeology

Figure: Lindisfarne Gospels: Chi Rho detail (public domain / WMC)

Epilogue:
What Happened, Anglo-Saxon England?

When Does England Cease to Be Anglo-Saxon?
▶

865: arrival of the micel here heralds Norse rule of York until 954

▶

871–886: wars for Wessex; Danelaw established 886

▶

887–954: Northumbria alternates between English and Norse rule

▶

991–1012: Invasions; danegeld ramps up

▶

1013–1014: Swein Forkbeard governs all of England

▶

1016–1042: Cnut and his sons rule England

▶

1066: Harald harðráði invades

▶

1066: William of Normandy invades

Why Take Medieval Studies?
▶
▶

You are in university to develop critical skills; those may be
developed in any field.
Medieval Studies offers an exceptionally wide range of domains in
which to do so:
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

History
Literature
Palaeography and Codicology
Religion
Politics
Archaeology
Languages
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

▶

Old English
Middle English
Latin
Old Norse
Old French

Passion is the best vehicle for learning.

▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

Old Saxon
Old High German
Old Irish
Middle Welsh
Old Frisian

Next Week’s Reading

▶

Treharne and Pulsiano, “An Introduction to the Corpus of
Anglo-Saxon Vernacular Literature”

▶

Scragg, “The Nature of Old English Verse”
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