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“The Anglo-Saxons navigated the  
motorways of the sea, trading in goods 

and ideas at the limits of the known world”

“T
he young hero stripped himself then 
(that was God Almighty), strong and 
resolute. He ascended onto the high 
gallows, brave in the sight of many there, 
since he wished to release mankind. I 

trembled when the man embraced me. However, I dared 
not bow down to the earth... but I had to stand fast. I was 
raised a cross.”

This extract from a poem, carved over 1,200 years ago 
in runes on the sides of the stone cross at Ruthwell (at 
that time in the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria, 
now in south-east Scotland), describes an event that is 
central to Christianity – the Crucifixion. Yet you’d be 
forgiven for not recognising it straight away.

The Old English poem The Dream of the Rood, written 
in powerful alliterative verse, runs to many dozens of 
lines. But it deviates from Gospel accounts of the 
Crucifixion. Instead of being weak and passive, Christ  
is described as a warrior, more akin to Beowulf. His 
disciples are his comitatus, and the cross is personified 
to become an active and loyal follower of his warrior 
king. This is radical poetry, and radical theology. 

That the poem was etched onto an actual cross, giving 
a voice to the Christian symbol in a physical and 
symbolic way, makes it all the more remarkable. That 
this cross was also carved with images of birds and 
beasts, scenes from the Bible and Christian esoterica 
reveals further layers of complexity. The Ruthwell Cross, 
made by Anglo-Saxons, remains one of the most 
beautiful and challenging artefacts from the millennium 
between the fall of Rome and the Reformation.

Yet this stunning object was made during a period 
commonly termed ‘The Dark Ages’. That name 
leaves me cold. For centuries, historians have seen 
the absence of written records – a lacuna 
resulting from the collapse of the Roman empire 
– as a sign of widespread ignorance and 
barbarism. Because the Anglo-Saxons built in 
wood, they have not left behind glamorous 
stone architecture. Because they prized 
metalworking, they have not left behind the 
glut of painting and sculpture that typified 
the ancient world. Because they 
were an oral society, commit-
ting vast quantities of 
information to memory 
rather than writing it down, 
they have not left behind 
reams of texts. But a ‘Dark 
Age’ theirs was not.

It was, however, different. In so many ways the 
Anglo-Saxon period deviates from the more recognisable 
classical tradition that has come to define western 
society. Their attitudes to the natural world, the sea, the 
beating hearts of woods and glens, are all different from 
our own. It is these differences that captivate me. And 
they are all the more important when we consider that 
the Anglo-Saxons were the people that gave England its 
language, culture and identity. 

Anglo-Saxon England was a multiracial, cosmopolitan 
place, where incoming Germanic tribes married and lived 
alongside Roman-Britons, Celts and people arriving in the 
British Isles from north, south, east and west. Though 
reduced to a fragmentary echo in the archaeological 
record, this point sometimes comes glaringly into focus. 
For example, the Sutton Hoo ship burial included Celtic 
hanging bowls from Ireland alongside silver from 
Constantinople, armour from Sweden, coins from Gaul 
and jewels from Afghanistan. Theirs was not a parochial, 
limited world in which everyone lived nasty, brutish, short 
lives within a few miles of where they were born. They 
navigated the motorways of the sea, trading in goods and 
ideas at the limits of the known world. 

With the arrival of Christianity at the turn of the 
seventh century, the Germanic pagan Anglo-Saxons and 
their pantheon of thunder-making, one-eyed gods and 
goddesses were welcomed into a new international 
organisation. But rather than simply transform in line 
with the fashion of continental Europe and the papacy, 
the Anglo-Saxons filtered Christian ideas through their 
own long established artistic and literary traditions. So 
in The Dream of the Rood Christ becomes a warrior, and 
new Christian objects such as manuscripts are covered 
with pages of writhing beasts and interlaced birds. 

The seventh and eighth centuries saw the production 
of some of the most enigmatic and visually stunning 
art produced in England. The Lindisfarne Gospels is 
the remarkable achievement of one dedicated scribe. 
The Franks Casket is a riddle in bone, straddling the 
worlds of Germanic legend, Christianity, Judaism 
and Roman history. Saint Cuthbert’s coffin is one  
of the oldest surviving Anglo-Saxon wood carvings, 

engraved with runes and talismanic figures to 
protect the saint’s body. Each of these 

examples rewards a lifetime of study.  
Yet the Anglo-Saxons will always be 

tantalisingly out of reach. We see them 
through a glass darkly, but what we see 
shimmers and shines. It is by no 
means dark.  
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