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Introduction

The archaeology of the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms offers a window into the lives, beliefs, and transformations of

a people who reshaped Britain from the 5th to the 9th centuries. By piecing together material remains—pottery,

metalwork, burial sites, and landscape modifications—scholars reconstruct a dynamic tapestry of migration,

settlement, warfare, and cultural exchange. This article explores the key archaeological evidence that illuminates

the rise of kingdoms such as Mercia, Northumbria, East Anglia, and Wessex, and discusses the methods and

technologies that continue to refine our understanding of this formative period.

1. Setting the Scene: The Early Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms

Historical Context

Following the decline of Roman Britain, a wave of Germanic peoples—later identified as Anglo-Saxons—began

settling across the island. By the early 7th century, distinct political entities had emerged, each governed by a king

who claimed descent from legendary ancestors. These kingdoms were not static; they expanded, contracted, and

formed alliances through warfare, marriage, and diplomacy.

Political Landscape

Mercia rose to prominence in the 7th and 8th centuries, exerting influence over large swaths of the Midlands.

Northumbria dominated the north, while East Anglia and Wessex consolidated power in the east and southwest

respectively. The political map was fluid, with rival dynasties competing for control over trade routes, fertile lands,

and strategic fortifications.

2. Archaeological Methodology: Uncovering the Past

Excavation Techniques

Traditional trenching remains a cornerstone of Anglo-Saxon archaeology, allowing stratigraphic analysis of

settlement layers and burial contexts. In recent decades, careful recording of microstratigraphy has revealed subtle

shifts in occupation patterns, indicating seasonal habitation or rapid abandonment.

Interdisciplinary Approaches

Modern research integrates archaeology with palaeoenvironmental science, archaeology, and historical linguistics.

Geoarchaeological surveys, pollen analysis, and dendrochronology help reconstruct climate and resource

availability, while linguistic studies trace place-name origins, offering clues to settlement chronology.

3. Settlement Patterns and Landscape Use

Village Structures

Early Anglo-Saxon villages were typically small, clustered around a central hearth or communal area. Excavations

at sites such as Sutton Hoo and the settlement at Cuerdale reveal timber-framed houses with thatched roofs, built

on postholes that outline their footprint. The layout often reflects social stratification, with larger, more elaborate

houses indicating higher status individuals.



Fortified Sites and Hillforts

Hillforts, once a feature of the Iron Age, were repurposed as defensive strongholds during the Anglo-Saxon period.

Sites like the fortified enclosure at Trowbridge demonstrate how the Anglo-Saxons adapted pre-existing structures

to suit their needs. These fortifications served not only military purposes but also as symbols of political authority.

4. Burials and Funerary Practices

Grave Goods and Social Status

Burial assemblages provide a wealth of information on societal hierarchy. High-status individuals, such as kings or

nobles, were interred with elaborate grave goods—silver brooches, ornate swords, and imported ceramics—while

commoners received simpler items or none at all. The presence of foreign goods indicates extensive trade

networks.

Changes Over Time

Initially, burial practices favored cremation, but by the 7th century in many regions, inhumation became

predominant. This shift coincides with the spread of Christianity, which introduced new burial customs, including the

use of Christian symbols and the positioning of bodies to face east.

5. Material Culture: Pottery, Metalwork, and Everyday Objects

Pottery Styles and Production

Pottery typology is a key dating tool. Early Anglo-Saxon wares, such as the "Sutton Hoo" and "Bromley" styles, are

distinguished by their distinctive rim shapes and decorative motifs. The transition from coarse, handmade pottery to

more refined, wheel-thrown ceramics marks technological advancement and increased specialization.

Iron, Silver, and Gold Artifacts

Metallurgical analysis reveals a blend of local production and imported items. Iron tools and weapons were

ubiquitous, while silver and gold artifacts—brooches, buckles, and jewelry—display intricate filigree and interlace

patterns, characteristic of Anglo-Saxon artistry. The use of high-quality metalwork underscores the wealth and

influence of the ruling elite.

6. Religious and Ritual Sites

Pre-Christian Sites

Before the arrival of Christianity, Anglo-Saxon religious practice involved the veneration of natural features—trees,

springs, and hilltops. Excavations at sites like the "Long Meg" hillfort show evidence of ritual deposits, such as

offerings of food and metal objects, suggesting a complex spiritual landscape.

Early Christian Monastic Centers

The establishment of monastic communities, such as the monastery at Iona and the church at Canterbury, marked

a significant cultural shift. Archaeological remains—stone churches, burial grounds, and illuminated manuscripts—

reflect the integration of Christian iconography with traditional Anglo-Saxon artistic motifs.

7. Warfare and Conflict Evidence

Weaponry and Defensive Structures

Archaeological finds of swords, spears, and arrowheads, along with fortified walls, attest to a period of frequent



conflict. The "Celtic" and "Germanic" sword typologies provide insights into technological diffusion and the influence

of neighboring cultures.

Battlefield Archaeology

Recent battlefield excavations, such as those at the Battle of Edington, have employed metal detector surveys and

geophysical methods to locate mass graves and weapon caches. These findings help corroborate historical

accounts and offer new perspectives on the scale and nature of early medieval warfare.

8. Trade, Economy, and Cultural Exchange

Trade Routes and Goods

Archaeological evidence indicates extensive trade networks linking Anglo-Saxon Britain with continental Europe

and the Mediterranean. Imported goods—silk, glass beads, and Roman pottery—highlight the region's economic

connectivity and the mobility of merchants and artisans.

Economic Indicators in the Archaeological Record

The distribution of luxury goods, the presence of specialized craft workshops, and the concentration of wealth at

certain sites all point to an emerging market economy. The use of coinage, particularly the introduction of the silver

penny, further illustrates the development of monetary systems during this era.

9. The Viking Impact on Anglo-Saxon Archaeology

Settlement Patterns Post-Invasion

Viking incursions in the late 8th and 9th centuries introduced new settlement patterns, such as the establishment of

fortified towns (e.g., the “burh” system). Archaeological surveys reveal a shift from isolated villages to more

defensively organized communities.

Hybrid Material Culture

The blending of Anglo-Saxon and Viking styles in pottery, metalwork, and burial customs demonstrates cultural

interaction. For instance, the "Viking brooch" incorporates Anglo-Saxon interlace designs, indicating a synthesis of

artistic traditions.

10. Key Archaeological Sites and Landmark Discoveries

Mercian Sites

•  Wootton Wawell – Excavations uncovered a royal cemetery with high-status burials, providing insight into 

Mercian elite culture.

•  St. Albans – The remains of a fortified settlement illustrate the strategic importance of the city in Mercian 

defense.

Northumbrian Sites

•  York (Jorvik) – Viking-age excavations reveal a complex urban layout, reflecting the fusion of Anglo-Saxon 

and Norse influences.

•  Hexham – The monastery’s archaeological layers show the transition from pagan to Christian worship.

West Saxon Sites
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