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IntroductionIntroduction

What better way to learn about the history of a country than through its art? Art has

always been a vibrant expression of the evolution of a country’s culture, its people

and their aspirations.

British History Seen Through Art relates the significant events of British history with a

detailed commentary on the most important works of art of the period.

Starting with the architectural achievement of Stonehenge, which is more than

4,000 years old, and looking at Celtic and Anglo-Saxon Art, we see history unfold

before our eyes. We observe how the religious art of the Middle Ages became more

secular after Henry VIII, and how art from continental Europe influenced the

painting and architecture of the British Isles.

We witness important changes in British society. With the rise in power of the

middle-classes in the Georgian Age, art was not only the propaganda of a monarch

or nation, but also portraits of wealthy families and pictures of their property. The

economic and social changes of the Industrial Revolution produced a new form of

artistic expression: the painting as a socio-political document, and for the first time

art involved all social classes.

In the twentieth century photography, film and modern technology were all used to

interpret and represent events, and reflected a new freedom of artistic expression.

At the beginning of the new millennium, British art is reinventing itself once more

to reflect how we live today.

Both students and teachers will enjoy this cross-curricular approach to the study of

the history of Britain and its art.

British History Seen Through Art has its own internet site, www.britishhistoryart.com,

where you can find links to internet sites about British history or British art. There

are internet activities either at the end of the chapters or on the internet site.

This symbol indicates the internet activities which you can find at

www.britishhistoryart.com

This text is recorded in full.

These symbols indicate the beginning and end of the extracts linked to the

listening activities.END

0

@
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Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain.

Stonehenge is in fact a series of circles made of blocks of stone, some of which are very large. 
It was not completed as a single project but built over several generations.

CHAPTER ONE

The Beginnings

THE CELTS: BEFORE AND AFTER

People probably arrived in the British Isles about 300,000 years ago during the

Palaeolithic Age or Old Stone Age. This period is known as prehistory: the period before

people kept written records.

New settlers from Europe arrived in Britain about 4000 BC. In about 3000 BC these people

started using stone as a building material.  Stonehenge, an enormous stone circle in

Southern England,  was probably built at about the same time as the Great Pyramid of

Giza in Egypt – about 2300 BC! Today astronomers think Stonehenge was used to measure

the movements of the sun, moon and stars, and also for pagan religious practices.

6
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Desborough Mirror (1st century).

By looking at one of the best surviving
examples of Celtic mirrors we can
appreciate the essential characteristics
of Celtic art. The surface of the mirror
is made from brightly polished metal,
but the back (shown here) is of much
greater interest. Made from bronze, it
has been engraved using a sharp
instrument to produce decorative wave-

like patterns and finished with round,
eye-shaped motifs using the cross-

hatching technique. 
Celtic art was abstract for the most part,

based on curved patterns. The Celts were not
interested in ‘representational’ painting and

sculpture (reproductions of reality, especially the
human body), which were popular in classical Greek and
Roman art. The Celts’ love of linear patterns and pure
decoration was to continue to flourish for centuries in British
art, long after the Roman conquest, and came to form one of its
distinguishing features.

The Beginnnings

7

Seen Through Art

The Celts, tribes originally from Central Europe, arrived in Britain after 700 BC. They

were strong, fearless warriors and conquered an extensive part of Europe. They were also

expert metal workers and made iron tools, weapons, helmets and armour. With bronze

and gold they created coins, mirrors, ornaments, small statues and beautiful jewellery.

The Celts did not write their own history but fortunately the Greeks and Romans wrote

about them. Their language is still spoken today because Gaelic Irish and Scots, Welsh,

Cornish and Breton are Celtic languages.

In 43 AD the Roman Emperor Claudius and his army conquered Britain, which became

part of the Roman Empire and was called Britannia. 
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8

Hadrian’s Wall.

One monument in particular was so important that it came to symbolise Roman
Britain. Hadrian’s Wall, one of the greatest feats of engineering in the Roman world,
measures 80 Roman miles (120 km). It ‘cuts’ across the country from coast to coast,
from the Solway Firth to the River Tyne. 
Hadrian, who visited the British colony in 122 AD, was the first emperor in Roman
history to build a wall in order to ‘separate the “barbarians” (rebellious tribes who
were never brought completely under control) from the Romans’, as his biographer
says. The wall was built mainly in stone with forts and turrets at regular intervals,
and marks a fundamental change in how the Roman Empire was seen. It was no
longer thought to be without frontiers and in continual expansion (as Augustus
believed in the first century BC), but now had specific borders and defences. The
gradual ‘Romanisation’ of the local people took place inside a well-defined area.

8

The Romans brought their laws, their religion, a written language and written numbers.

Being skilled engineers, they built forts, towns and beautiful houses decorated with

elaborate mosaics and statues, and excellent roads, some of which still exist today.

British History
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The Beginnnings

Bacchus Mosaic (5th century).

British mosaics show how local
craftsmen were influenced by
Roman works of art. 
They attempted to copy
classical models in their choice
of subject matter and style.
They used them in a simpler
more linear manner which was
closer to Celtic traditions. The
majority of these mosaics,
which were made from tiny
squares of brick and different
coloured stone, were produced
between the first and fourth
century AD.

Mildenhall Satyr and Menade Plate
(4th century).

We can reconstruct the complex process
of the meeting of two civilisations, both
rich in traditions – by ‘reading’ works of
art from the period. Classical models
were introduced to Britain in many
different ways. Roman coins, statues of
Roman gods and emperors, precious
objects made in Rome, Constantinople
and Antioch were imported. This
beautiful silver plate, which shows the
detailed anatomy and elegant clothing
typical of Greco-Roman art, is part of a
fourth century treasure found in
Mildenhall, Suffolk. 

Seen Through Art
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THE ANGLO-SAXONS AND VIKINGS

In 406 AD, after almost 400 years, the Romans left Britain, which was soon invaded by

the Anglo-Saxons, tribes from Germany who were great warriors and took the Celts' land

and treasures. From about 513 AD to 537 AD a Celtic leader named Arthur fought bravely

against the Anglo-Saxon invaders and became the figure of legend, King Arthur.

Purse lid (7th century).

A lot of information on the traditions and characteristics of the Anglo-Saxons comes from objects
found in 1939 at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk. Archaeologists discovered a ship, 25 metres in length,
which was built to carry the dead, at least symbolically, into the afterlife. Inside the ship they
found the burial effects of a seventh-century Anglo-
Saxon king, including weapons, coins, clothing and
jewellery. This purse lid comes from the treasure.
At the bottom there is an image of an eagle
seizing a duck, and at the sides a man being
attacked by two wild boars; 1 both are shown in
gold, enamel and glass-like stones. 
Highly stylised hunting and animal motifs were
common to ‘Barbarian’ art throughout Europe.
Jewellery and metal decorations for weapons and
clothes were among the favourite art works of the
Anglo-Saxons because they were easy to transport.

1 wild boars : wild pigs.

British History

10
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In 597 AD Augustine, a missionary sent from Rome, arrived in Kent and established a

Christian church at Canterbury, where he became the first Archbishop of Canterbury.

During this period monasteries, where monks studied and copied religious books, were

being built all around Britain.

At the end of the eighth century the Vikings from Scandinavia attacked the east coast of Britain.

These expert navigators and brave warriors soon settled throughout most of the British Isles. The

Anglo-Saxon King, Alfred the Great, fought against them successfully, but after his death in 899

the Vikings attacked again and soon Britain was ruled by Viking kings. One of them was King

Canute, a wise and honest king, who brought peace and prosperity to his people.

11

A page of the Lindisfarne Gospel, 
St Matthew chap. I, v. 18, 
(8th century)

The religious books produced by
monks – particularly in Ireland –
are precious religious and
artistic treasures in which the
spirit of ancient Celtic
decoration flourishes. 
On this page of the Lindisfarne
Gospel (early eighth century),
notice how the Greek letters ‘X’
and ‘P’ (‘chi’ and ‘ro’, the first
two letters of the word ‘Christ’
in Greek) are made up of a
complex system of braids 1 and
spirals. This highly intricate,
decorative form (without a
pictorial narrative) shows how
Celtic art continued to thrive in a
society which had converted to
Christianity.

The BeginnningsSeen Through Art

1 braids : (here) bands of cotton or wool.
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2 Read the descriptions and match them with the correct person or people. Write the correct letter
in the box.

1 Britain’s new name under Roman rule. 

2 An important Anglo-Saxon burial site. 

3 These people came from Germany and invaded Britain. 

4 They were expert navigators from Scandinavia.

5 He built a wall to separate the ‘barbarians’ from the Romans. 

6 This legendary king fought against the Anglo Saxons from 513 AD to 537 AD.

7 Their language still survives. 

8 This Saxon king fought successfully against the Vikings. 

A The Celts E The Anglo-Saxons

B King Arthur F Britannia

C King Alfred the Great G The Vikings

D Sutton Hoo H Emperor Hadrian

Go back to the text

1 Decide if each statement is correct or incorrect. If it is correct, tick A; if it is not correct, tick B.

A B

1 Stonehenge is an enormous stone pyramid in
Southern England built about 2300 BC

2 The Celts came from Central Europe in 700 BC
and were great warriors and expert metal workers.

3 Celtic art was mainly abstract, based on curved patterns. 

4 The Roman Emperor Julius Caesar and his army
conquered Britain in 43 AD.

5 British mosaics were completely original and were not 
influenced by classical models.

6 When the Romans left Britain in 406 AD there was 
an Anglo-Saxon invasion.

7 ‘Barbarian’ art is characterised by very realistic profiles of soldiers.

8 The first Archbishop of Canterbury was Augustine, 
a Roman missionary.

9 Celtic decoration continued to flourish in the  
religious books produced by monks.

10 The Vikings invaded and settled throughout most
of Kent at the end of the eighth century.

PET

British History 2008  14-02-2008  10:25  Pagina 12

British History Seen Through Art - Blackcat © 2011 De Agostini Scuola S.p.A. - Novara



3 You are going to hear a biography of King Arthur.
Listen to the information and for each question indicate the correct answer A, B or C.

13

1 In what century was the legend of King
Arthur born?

A the fifteenth century 

B the sixth century

C the fifth century

2 Who did King Arthur and his knights
fight against?

A the Vikings

B the Celts

C the Saxons

3 What was the name of Arthur’s magic
sword?

A Excalibur

B Excellence

C Guinevere

4 What was his wife’s name?

A Camelot

B Guinevere

C Justine

5 Where did King Arthur and his knights
meet?

A on the battlefield

B in church

C at the Round Table

6 How many names were painted on the
Round Table?

A 34

B 24

C 4

7 In what year was King Arthur killed?

A 527 AD

B 327 AD

C 537 AD

8 Who discovered King Arthur’s grave and
when did they discover it?

A The monks of Camelot at the 
end of the 12th century.

B The Knights of the Round Table 
in 537 AD.

C The monks of Glastonbury at 
the end of the 12th century.

PET
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Go to  www.britishhistoryart.com and click on:

1 Here are some frequently asked questions about Stonehenge. Use the website address
for Chapter One. Explore the various sections of the website to find the answers to these
questions.

1 How old is Stonehenge and when were the first stones put there?

2 Is Stonehenge the largest stone circle in the world?

3 Why did people put the stones there?

4 What are the bluestones and are they really blue?

5 Where do they come from?

6 Is it possible to visit all of Stonehenge?

7 Who does Stonehenge belong to now?

8 What were the three stages in which Stonehenge was built? Describe them in your
own words.

2 Click on the interactive map of Stonehenge. You will find photographs and video clips.
Watch how Stonehenge has changed. What other sites are there in the area? Choose
one of them and write some information about it. Remember to include.

• When it was built

• Where it was built

• Some more information about the site

14
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3 Read the text on Roman Britain and complete the table.

Roman Invasion
1 The number of soldiers in the Roman ...........................................

invasion of 43 AD. ...........................................

2 The area of England controlled by the ...........................................
Romans in 60 AD. ...........................................

3 The name of the Celtic leader who ...........................................
rebelled against Roman rule. ...........................................

4 An example of a Roman villa which has ...........................................
been excavated. ...........................................

5 The dates of construction of the Antonine Wall. ...........................................

6 The location of the Antonine Wall. ...........................................

7 The name given to the period of peace ...........................................
under Roman rule. ...........................................

8 The person who was responsible for removing ...........................................
the Roman armies from Britain. ...........................................

9 What happened after the Romans left Britain?  (use about 30 words)
...................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................

15
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Before you read

1 Listen to the first part of Chapter Two and for each question indicate the correct answer 
A, B or C.

16

1 Edward the Confessor, the king of
England, promised his throne to

A Duke William of Normandy.

B the Earl of Wessex.

C Harold Godwinsson.

2 When Harold Godwinsson was crowned
king, he had the support of the

A Anglo-Saxon nobles.

B Archbishop of Canterbury.

C Norman nobles.

3 How many soldiers were there in
William the Conqueror’s army?

A 700

B 6,000

C 7,000

4 What doesn't the Bayeux Tapestry
show?

A building ships

B cutting trees

C building castles

5 What were the Norman ships called?

A hauberks

B dragons

C drakkars

6 On which day was the Battle of
Hastings fought in 1066?

A 13 October

B 14 October

C 15 October

7 Who did the Anglo-Saxon army fight
before they marched to Hastings?

A a Norwegian army

B a Scottish army

C a Danish army

8 How was King Harold killed?

A by an arrow in the eye

B by a sword in the stomach

C by an axe in the arm

PET
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CHAPTER TWO

The Normans and 
the Middle Ages

THE BAYEUX TAPESTRY AND NORMAN CONQUEST OF ENGLAND

A very important event in British history took place in 1066: the Battle of Hastings. 

The phases of the battle are recorded in the Bayeux Tapestry, an exceptionally rich source

of information, as well as a remarkable work of art. The embroidered 1 chronicle begins

with a description of what happened before the battle. It is quite a complicated story.

A detail from the Bayeux Tapestry.

The Bayeux Tapestry is a woollen
embroidered linen canvas, made up of
many panels. It was made in about
1077. The tapestry was originally 70
metres long, but unfortunately part of
it has been lost.
It was a pictorial story for a public who
couldn’t read. It tells the story from the
Norman point of view: William is
shown as a hero, while Harold is a
traitor who deserves his death.
In this close-up you can clearly see the
technique used to make the tapestry.
Notice that the threads 2 have different
dimensions according to their function.
For instance, the black thread that
gives the contour to the eyes and the
nose is bigger than the others.

17

1 embroidered : decorated with patterns or 
pictures sewn on to cloth.

2 threads : long pieces of cotton or wool.

4
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British History

Harold Godwinsson takes the
crown of England.

Notice that the many
inscriptions embroidered
on the tapestry are in
Latin, the language used
by all the educated classes
in Europe.

Edward the Confessor, the king of England, was half Norman and half Anglo-Saxon. He

left no son of his own. In 1051 he promised his throne to Duke William of Normandy, who

was his cousin on his mother’s side. 

Edward sent Harold Godwinsson, who was the son of one of the most powerful Anglo-

Saxon noblemen, the Earl of Wessex, to swear allegiance 1 to William. However, in 1066,

when King Edward died, Harold took the crown of England with the support of the Anglo-

Saxon aristocracy.

William the Conqueror.

1 swear allegiance :
promise under oath.

18
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The Normans

When William of Normandy heard this he was very angry and he decided to invade

England with an army of 7,000 men. However, his greatest problem was to assemble a big

enough fleet. The Bayeux Tapestry shows people cutting trees, building ships and

launching them into the sea. 

When the fleet was ready, the Normans embarked their weapons. The mail hauberks 1

were so heavy that two people had to carry them. The Normans also took horses, food,

wine and other supplies. The Norman ships, called ‘drakkars’, crossed the English

Channel and landed on the Sussex coast.

Men carrying the mail hauberks and others pulling arms
and armour.

Workers cutting trees to build ships.

1 mail hauberks : armour made 
of many metal rings.

The Norman Ships crossing 
the English Channel.

The Norman ships, which
were technically very
advanced, carried sails but
were so light that they could
also be rowed at speed. They
were easy to manoeuvre and
to land on any beach.

19
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On 14 October 1066 the Normans fought the Anglo-Saxons at Hastings. It was a long,

difficult battle. Although the Anglo-Saxons fought bravely, they were few in number.

They were also very tired because they defeated Norwegian invaders in the north before

they marched to Hastings. 

After eight hours of battle Harold Godwinsson was killed when an arrow struck him in

the eye. After this the Saxons were defeated, and after his victory William was called ‘the

Conqueror’. He became King of England on Christmas Day 1066.

The Norman cavalry charging the Anglo-Saxons.

The Normans had the advantage because some of them fought on horseback while the Anglo-
Saxons fought on foot. Also, the Normans had better weapons than the Anglo-Saxons. 

British History
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