[image: image1.jpg]


THE DARK AGES

The history of the Dark Ages in Britain is the story of several waves of invasions and settlements on the British isles.

IBERIANS  (2000/800 b.C.)

The earliest human remains in Britain date back to the STONE AGE (Paleolithic and Neolitic, from 2.5 million years/5.000 b.C.) but it is during the METAL AGE, as early as in the Bronze age (from 2000 B.C.)  throughout the Iron age (from 1000 B.C.), that  the remains reveal evidence of organized social life. 
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These pre-Celtic peoples,  the so-called Iberians from their supposed origins in the Iberian peninsula, modern Spain, were quite short and dark-haired; they  were great builders: the mysterious Stonehenge, a calender and a religious altar for sacrifices, appears to be their work as well as some fortifications and trading routes.

CELTS (800 b.C./45 A.D.) 

From the 7th to the 4th century  different tribes of Celts  migrated throughout Europe, entered Britain and subdued the Iberians. These Celtic tribes were: 

· the Gaels who settled in the North and in Ireland (Gaelic modern languages are Irish and Scottish), 

· the Britons who settled in the South and the West (British modern languages  are Welsh and Cornish)

This tall, blonde, Teutonic people, organized in tribes and groups of tribes,  was particularly skilled as warriors and metal workers.
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They were Pagan and worshipped natural elements, such as the Sun, the Moon and certain plants like the oak tree and the misletoe; in fact, the Celts shaved and in battles painted their bodies in blue with a vegetable paint which was believed to have magical significance, perhaps invisibility.

They carried out human sacrifices and their priest class was very influential: their Druids administered religion as well as justice and the education of the young. 
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ROMANS  (45 /409  A.D.) 

In 55 B.C. Julius Caesar invaded Britain after conquering Gaul, but the actual conquest of the country took place in 43 AD under Emperor Claudius.  

The Celts of the South were either killed like their brave queen Boadicea, the widow of a  Celtic chief or made slaves or slowly accepted to live like Romans (the so-called Romano-Britons).

The rest of them did not accept to subdue and retreated into the North Caledonia  (Scotland) and West (Wales): in order to defend from their attacks, in 121 A.D the Emperor Hadrian built a  wall, (Hadrian’s wall) a miracle of engineering, almost as far as modern borders  with  Scotland.

Romans introduced their advanced civilization: they built roads and  baths, some of which still remain and gave birth to the first commercial towns with marketplaces and senates: many English town ending in “chester” (castra) of Roman origin (Winchester,  Gloucester, ..)

Towards the end of the 4th century,  Romans  withdrew their legions in order to defend their empire from barbarian attacks, leaving the country defenseless.

[image: image6.jpg]Areas of Britain the
settlers occupied

Angles
<= Jutes
(== Saxons



ANGLO-SAXONS (449-1066)

The Angles and Saxons settled in Britain arriving from the Scandinavian regions. 

The Romano-Britons were either killed or driven out to Wales and Cornwall, which remained rich in  Celtic folklore and legends: the legendary King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table organized resistance. 

The Latin civilization and culture was cancelled out and a new rural primitive one rose in its place.
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Anglo-Saxon society was based on family units,  grouped in family clans. The clans formed a  village/tribe headed by the thane (a royal vassal),  and several tribes formed the kingdom, ruled by a king.

In the country there were seven kingdoms, which in the 8th century had to face several invasions from the Danes.
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The Anglo-Saxons were pagan, thus Christianity, introduced by the Romans, retreated into the West and survived in monastic forms in Wales, Scotland and above all in  Ireland.

In the 5th century saint Patrick spread Christianity throughout Scotland and Ireland;  in the 6th century Pope Gregory I sent Augustine, a monk who built churches, became the first Archbishop of Canterbury and made [image: image9.jpg]


monasteries become important centres of culture and introduced  written documents.


Before the arrival of the Normans in 1066, the language spoken was Anglo-Saxon, known today as Old English, a typically Germanic language characterized by inflections, cases for nouns and adjectives (nominative/acc., genitive, dative), infinitives with an (bringan), just like today’s German. 

Before the influence of the Latin alphabet, the few written documents left used the runic alphabet whose letters were known as runes.

In writing down their documents, Christian amanuenses influenced the AngloSaxon typically oral tradition , thus giving birth to a mingling of Christian and  old Germanic elements:

· monks spread their culture, based on the moral values of Christianity and a strong classical influence of the Roman style;

· On the other hand, the Anglo-Saxon code of values was typically military:  it was based on outstanding courage, loyalty of the people to their ruler and the generosity of the ruler to them. 
Nevertheless, they had a refined culture: the oral tradition was highly developed in the arts of speech: ideas were expressed in an original  way, as "kennings" and other poetic devices.
Their feasts were meetings where they listened to tales about brave deeds, riddles and  poems, often accompanied by music.  
The singers or bards, itinerant or resident musicians,  played an important social role: they were both entertainers and historians who celebrated the deeds of the heroes of the past and the present, thus keeping their oral tradition alive.  In the following centuries they were replaced by court musicians, called minstrels.
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Anglo-Saxon refined culture also resulted in visual arts: they made jewellery and illuminated (adorned) manuscripts which share the some love for intricacy and interlacing, as shown in the Sutton Hoo Royal Treasure, and are the highest examples of their great sense of beauty.

DANES  (9th cent)
They  were  Viking tribes coming mainly from Denmark and Norway and therefore called  DANES or NORSEMEN.   They were expert craftsmen and  built strong ships, able to reach faraway countries.
The Vikings continued to raid England until their king Canute became king of England. 

The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms joined their forces and managed to defeat the Danes at the beginning of the 11th century and an Anglo-Saxon king, Edward the Confessor, succeeded Canute; he devoted his life to Christian religion and built Westminster Abbey.
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