
Anglo-Saxon England: A Comprehensive
Journey Through the Oxford History of
England
Anglo-Saxon England, a period spanning from the 5th to the 11th centuries,
played a pivotal role in shaping the history, culture, and identity of England.
This era witnessed the arrival of Germanic tribes from northern Europe,
who established kingdoms and transformed the landscape of Britain. The
Oxford History of England provides a comprehensive account of this
transformative period, offering insights into the Anglo-Saxon conquests,
settlement, conversion to Christianity, social structure, political system, and
cultural legacy.
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The arrival of the Anglo-Saxons in Britain can be traced to the mid-5th
century, when Germanic tribes from present-day Denmark, Germany, and
the Netherlands crossed the North Sea in search of new lands.
Archaeological evidence suggests that these tribes settled in various parts
of Britain, including Kent, Sussex, Wessex, and East Anglia. The Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms gradually expanded their territories, leading to the
establishment of distinct political and cultural identities.

Conversion to Christianity
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Baptism of Anglo-Saxon King

The conversion of Anglo-Saxon England to Christianity was a gradual
process that began in the late 6th century. Missionaries from Rome, such
as Augustine of Canterbury, played a key role in spreading the Christian
faith among the Anglo-Saxons. By the end of the 7th century, most Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms had adopted Christianity, which had a profound impact on
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their society and culture. The establishment of monasteries and churches
fostered literacy and learning, while the Christian worldview influenced
Anglo-Saxon laws, art, and literature.

Social Structure

Anglo-Saxon society was characterized by a hierarchical social structure.
At the apex of society was the king, who ruled over a kingdom and
commanded the loyalty of his subjects. Below the king were the nobles,
who held land and wielded considerable power. The majority of the
population consisted of freemen, who owned land and were responsible for
their own livelihood. At the bottom of the social ladder were slaves, who
had no rights and were considered the property of their masters.

Political System
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The Anglo-Saxon political system was based on the principle of kingship.
Each kingdom was ruled by a king, who was chosen from the royal lineage
and was responsible for maintaining law and order, leading the army, and
administering justice. Kings were assisted by a council of advisors, known
as the witan, which included nobles, clergy, and other influential individuals.
The witan played a vital role in decision-making and provided counsel to
the king.

Cultural Heritage

Anglo-Saxon Art and Literature
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Anglo-Saxon England produced a rich cultural heritage that continues to
captivate historians and artists alike. Anglo-Saxon art was characterized by
intricate metalwork, jewelry, and illuminated manuscripts. The Anglo-
Saxons also developed a vibrant literary tradition, which included epic
poems such as Beowulf and historical chronicles such as the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle. These works provide valuable insights into the beliefs, values,
and daily lives of the Anglo-Saxons.

Archaeological Evidence

Archaeological evidence plays a crucial role in understanding Anglo-Saxon
England. Excavations have uncovered numerous artifacts, settlements, and
burial sites that provide valuable information about the Anglo-Saxon way of
life. Archaeologists have discovered evidence of Anglo-Saxon houses,
weapons, pottery, and jewelry, which offer clues about their social structure,
economic activities, and cultural practices.

Historical Sources



In addition to archaeological evidence, historians rely on a variety of written
sources to reconstruct the history of Anglo-Saxon England. The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle is one of the most important sources, providing a detailed
account of events from the 9th to the 11th centuries. Other written sources
include laws, charters, wills, and literary works, which offer insights into the
political, legal, economic, and cultural aspects of Anglo-Saxon society.

Anglo-Saxon England was a transformative period in English history,
characterized by migration, settlement, conversion to Christianity, and the
development of a distinct social, political, and cultural identity. The Oxford
History of England provides a comprehensive account of this fascinating
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era, engaging readers with detailed narratives, insightful analysis, and
captivating illustrations. By exploring the history, culture, and legacy of
Anglo-Saxon England, we gain a deeper understanding of the foundations
upon which modern England was built.
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