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This Anglo-Saxon ‘Great Square-Headed brooch’, dating from c. AD 525-550, was found at
Mildenhall, Suffolk, England.

Brooches are important cultural signifiers in the early medieval period. They are predominantly
found in graves, amongst female grave assemblages. Often two smaller brooches such as small, long,
annular or disc brooches were worn on the shoulders, securing a peplos-style dress [1], with a larger
brooch – such as this, the Great Square-Headed brooch from Mildenhall – fastening an outer
garment in the centre of the chest. Technically, a brooch is nothing more than a highly ornamented
fastener of the ‘safety-pin’-type, but the shape and decoration of brooches vary considerably across
the regions of 5th-6th century Anglo-Saxon England [2].

There are closely linked parallels from other Anglo-Saxon sites in Suffolk, such as Westgarth
Gardens, Bury St Edmunds; Holywell Row, Mildenhall, Lakenheath, Ipswich, as well as sites from
Anglo-Saxon sites in Norfolk [3]. It is probably of mid-sixth century date and in style it shows signs of
being a fusion of Kentish and Danish influences [4]. If such brooches were worn in the fashion of
their Roman predecessors, then what is normally described as the ‘head’ would have been its base
originally.

The great square-headed brooch was made from gilt copper alloy with four silver appliqué corners
around the head plate and, very likely, circular silver appliqués on the large terminal lobes. The
copper alloy body and gilding survive virtually intact; the silver appliqués on the lobes are now
missing and partially survive on the corners of the head.

Leeds classified this brooch in his B group, with ‘divided foot’ [5]. The ornament includes two
vestigial biting beast heads, one on each side of the foot, but it is otherwise largely geometric,



although some traces of zoomorphic origins can be detected here and there. The corners of the
rectangular head, the centre and ring of the disc mounted on the bow, and the three rounded
terminals of the foot were originally plated, perhaps with silver foil.

Stylistically, the brooch is decorated with both chip carved and punched decoration. Both decorative
styles are present on the head as well as the foot. The head plate’s central and middle panels, as
well as the central areas of the foot display chip carved decoration with punched decoration applied
in the order borders. There are three panels to the head plate, its centre area being divided into two
central squares with cabled border which in turn is surrounded by a border of small ring punches.

The outer area is flanged with two lines of stamps (rings and triangles with their corners missing).
The corners of the head had applied silver angled pieces on the corners, but only little of them
survive. The short bow is ribbed, with a central hole for the attachment of a disc (still in place). The
small disc was attached with a small rivet on its back that was in turn hammered flat on the inside of
the bow. The disc is made from gilt copper alloy, with circular chip-carved decoration matching the
brooch.

The decoration on the foot of the brooch shows two downturned beaked heads, central bar and
bordered decorated with punched circles. Like the corners of the head, the side and terminal lobes
would have had applied silver plates, but they are now completely missing. The brooch has lost its
spring coil and pin (which were in all likelihood made from iron), but its copper alloy attachment – a
double lug construction - and a large part of the catch survive at the back.
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Provenance
Acquired 1974; Found at Mildenhall, Suffolk (England)


