the last kingdom by bernard cornwell

The Last Kingdom is a captivating historical fiction novel by Bernard
Cornwell, set in the tumultuous period of the 9th and 10th centuries in
England. The story follows the life of Uhtred of Bebbanburg, a Saxon nobleman
who is captured and raised by Danes after the fall of his family’s estate.
This gripping narrative not only immerses readers in the brutal realities of
Viking raids and the struggles for power but also delves into themes of
identity, loyalty, and the clash of cultures. Cornwell's masterful
storytelling and rich character development breathe life into historical
figures and events, making The Last Kingdom a compelling read for both
history enthusiasts and fiction lovers alike.

Historical Context

Setting the Stage: The Viking Age

The backdrop of The Last Kingdom is the Viking Age, a period that spanned
from the late 8th century to the early 11lth century. This era was marked by:

1. Viking Raids: Norsemen, primarily from Denmark, Norway, and Sweden,
launched numerous raids across Europe, targeting monasteries, towns, and
settlements.

2. Danelaw: The term refers to the regions of England under Danish control,
established as a result of Viking conquests. This territory significantly
influenced the culture, politics, and demographics of early medieval England.
3. Saxon Resistance: The Saxons, led by various kings, fought to defend their
lands against Viking invaders, leading to a series of bloody battles and
shifting alliances.

Cornwell's narrative captures the essence of this chaotic period, providing
readers with an understanding of the complexities of the socio-political
landscape.

Key Historical Figures

Several historical figures are central to the story, including:

- Uhtred of Bebbanburg: The protagonist, a Saxon nobleman, who grapples with
his identity after being abducted by Danes.

- Alfred the Great: The King of Wessex, known for his resistance against
Viking incursions and his efforts to unify the Saxon kingdoms.

- Ragnar: Uhtred's Danish adoptive father, whose influence shapes Uhtred's
views on loyalty and honor.



- Brida: A strong-willed Danish warrior and Uhtred's love interest, whose
fate intertwines with his own.

These characters not only enrich the narrative but also represent the
conflicting loyalties and cultural tensions of the time.

Plot Overview

The Last Kingdom begins with Uhtred's capture by the Danes, which sets the
stage for his internal conflict. Throughout the novel, readers witness
Uhtred's journey as he navigates the complexities of being a Saxon raised
among Danes.

Uhtred’s Dual Identity

Uhtred's character embodies the struggle between two worlds:

- Saxon Heritage: He is the rightful heir to Bebbanburg, a symbolic
representation of Saxon culture and identity.

- Danish Upbringing: Raised by Ragnar and living among the Danes, Uhtred
often finds himself more aligned with their values and lifestyle.

This duality leads to significant personal conflict, as Uhtred is torn
between loyalty to his Saxon roots and the bonds he has formed with his
Danish family. His quest for identity is a central theme that resonates
throughout the novel.

Major Conflicts

The narrative is replete with conflicts that drive the plot forward:

1. Saxon vs. Dane: The ongoing battles between the Saxons and Danes serve as
the backdrop for Uhtred's personal struggles. Uhtred's allegiances shift as
he finds himself embroiled in both sides of the conflict.

2. Personal Betrayal: Uhtred faces betrayals from both friends and foes,
forcing him to question his loyalties and the nature of honor.

3. Political Intrigue: The power dynamics between various Saxon kingdoms and
the Danes create a volatile environment, leading to shifting alliances and
unexpected outcomes.

These conflicts heighten the stakes for Uhtred and provide a thrilling
narrative pace.



Thematic Elements

The Last Kingdom explores several themes that enhance the depth of the story
and engage readers on multiple levels.

Identity and Belonging

The struggle for identity is a dominant theme in Uhtred's journey. His
experiences in both Saxon and Danish cultures force him to confront questions
about where he truly belongs. This theme resonates with readers who have
faced similar challenges of identity in their own lives.

Honor and Loyalty

Uhtred's concept of honor is complex and often at odds with societal
expectations. He grapples with the idea of loyalty, particularly when it
comes to his ties to Alfred and the Saxon cause versus his loyalty to his
Danish family. The novel raises questions such as:

- What does it mean to be honorable?
- Can loyalty to family outweigh loyalty to one's country?
- How do personal values shape one's choices in times of conflict?

These questions add depth to Uhtred’s character and invite readers to reflect
on their own beliefs.

Cultural Clash

The novel also illustrates the cultural clash between the Saxons and the
Danes. Cornwell portrays the complexities of these interactions, highlighting
both the brutality of Viking raids and the rich, vibrant culture of the
Danes. This exploration allows readers to appreciate the nuances of history
and the interplay between different societies.

Stylistic Elements

Bernard Cornwell’s writing style in The Last Kingdom is both accessible and
vivid, making the historical setting come alive. His use of:

- Descriptive Language: Cornwell’s detailed descriptions of battles,
landscapes, and character emotions immerse readers in the narrative.
- Authentic Dialogue: The dialogue reflects the period's vernacular, lending



authenticity to the characters and their interactions.
- Pacing: The novel'’'s pacing, featuring a mix of action, introspection, and
political maneuvering, keeps readers engaged.

These elements combine to create a rich reading experience that captures the
essence of the Viking Age.

Impact and Legacy

The Last Kingdom not only stands as a remarkable work of historical fiction
but also has had a significant impact on popular culture. The novel has
inspired a successful television adaptation, which has introduced the story
to a broader audience, further solidifying its place in modern literary and
entertainment history.

Television Adaptation

The adaptation of The Last Kingdom has been praised for its faithful
representation of the source material, with several key aspects:

- Character Development: The series delves into Uhtred's character, exploring
his motivations and conflicts in greater depth.

- Historical Accuracy: While some creative liberties are taken, the show
strives to maintain a sense of historical authenticity.

- Visual Storytelling: The cinematography captures the brutal beauty of the
landscapes and battles, enhancing the viewer's experience.

The television series has garnered a dedicated fanbase and has contributed to
renewed interest in the historical period and Cornwell's works.

Reception and Critique

Upon its release, The Last Kingdom received positive reviews from both
readers and critics. Many praised Cornwell for his meticulous research and
engaging storytelling. Some critiques noted that certain characters could
feel one-dimensional or that specific plot points followed familiar tropes in
historical fiction.

Despite these critiques, the novel's strengths far outweigh its weaknesses,
establishing it as a key work in the genre and securing Bernard Cornwell's
reputation as a master of historical fiction.



Conclusion

In conclusion, The Last Kingdom by Bernard Cornwell is a powerful exploration
of identity, loyalty, and cultural conflict set against the backdrop of the
Viking Age. Through Uhtred's journey, readers are invited to grapple with
timeless questions of honor and belonging. Cornwell's rich storytelling,
vibrant characters, and historical depth make this novel a must-read for
anyone interested in the complexities of England's past. Its impact on both
literature and television continues to resonate, ensuring that Uhtred of
Bebbanburg's story remains relevant for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'The Last Kingdom' by
Bernard Cornwell?

'The Last Kingdom' follows the story of Uhtred of Bebbanburg, a Saxon
nobleman who is captured and raised by Vikings. It explores his internal
conflict between his Saxon heritage and Viking upbringing during the
turbulent period of the Viking invasions of England.

How does Bernard Cornwell portray historical figures
in 'The Last Kingdom'?

Cornwell blends historical facts with fiction, providing a vivid portrayal of
key historical figures like King Alfred the Great, showcasing their
complexities, strengths, and weaknesses while keeping the narrative engaging
and accessible.

What themes are prevalent in 'The Last Kingdom'?

Themes of identity, loyalty, power, and the clash of cultures are prevalent
throughout 'The Last Kingdom', as Uhtred grapples with his loyalties between
Saxons and Danes, and seeks to reclaim his birthright.

How does 'The Last Kingdom' compare to the
television adaptation?

While the television adaptation of 'The Last Kingdom' remains largely
faithful to the source material, it takes some creative liberties, condensing
characters and events for pacing and dramatic effect, resulting in variations
in character development and plot details.



What impact did 'The Last Kingdom' have on
historical fiction?

'The Last Kingdom' significantly contributed to the popularity of historical
fiction by bringing attention to the Viking Age and Anglo-Saxon history,
inspiring readers and viewers to explore the era further through both
literature and media.

Is 'The Last Kingdom' part of a series, and how many
books does it contain?

‘The Last Kingdom' is the first book in 'The Saxon Stories' series, which
consists of a total of thirteen novels, chronicling Uhtred's life and the
historical events surrounding the formation of England.
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