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An early medieval polychrome-enamelled brooch from Flaxengate, Lincoln: 

continental fashions in an Anglo-Scandinavian town 

 

Letty ten Harkel,i Rosie Weetchii and Victoria Sainsburyiii 

 

This short contribution discusses an early medieval copper-alloy disc with polychrome 

enamel from Lincoln (England), held by 'The Collection: Art and Archaeology in 

Lincolnshire', and identified as a brooch dated to the tenth century and of probable 

continental manufacture. Only four brooches of this type are currently known, three of 

which were found in England, with a fourth from France. Following discussion of its 

stylistic characteristics and metallurgical composition, we discuss the implications of the 

Lincoln find for the understanding of the relationship between the area of the Danelaw 

and the continent, highlighting a growing body of evidence for the popularity of 

continental ‘fashions’ in areas of Scandinavian settlement. 

 

In 1973, during excavations on the Flaxengate site in Lincoln (fig. 1) by the City of 

Lincoln Archaeology Unit (CLAU), a severely damaged enamelled copper-alloy convex 

mount came to light. Although the object was conserved and restored, due to 

circumstances beyond the control of the CLAU the early medieval metalwork from 

Lincoln was never published.iv More recently, it was re-identified as a brooch similar to 

published discoveries from a ‘Viking’ grave in Cambois, Bedlington, Northumberland 

(dated to the ninth century),v Hyde Abbey, Winchester (dated to the tenth century or 

later),vi and from the castle at Villejoubert, Charente (southwest France) (dated to the late 
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tenth or early eleventh centuries).vii The enamelled brooch from Lincoln also closely 

relates to a group of polychrome-enamelled brooches from the eastern Alps region.viii 

Since the late nineteenth century, these polychrome-enamelled brooches were considered 

part of the material assemblage thought to be diagnostic of the so-called 

‘Kettlach/Köttlach’ culture, named after the cemetery in Austria where a number or these 

brooches, and other jewellery items, were excavated in 1853.ix The brooch is almost 

certainly of pre-Conquest date (see discussion below), but the find was associated with a 

late eleventh-century levelling layer between two construction phases of the Flaxengate 

buildings. As the Lincoln find is only the third of this type to be recognised in England, 

this contribution discusses the implications of the discovery for our understanding of the 

identities of the inhabitants of early medieval Lincoln as well as the significance of this 

brooch-type in its wider, European context. 

 

THE BROOCH 

The brooch (F72 <ae296>, figs 2-3) was originally found in three separate pieces, but 

was subsequently partially reconstructed. The object is cast copper-alloy and measures c. 

43 mm in diameter. It has a raised central roundel with a diameter of 25 mm, decorated 

with red, green, white and blue champlevé enamel surrounding a bird motif. Although 

part of the central roundel is missing, the bird seems to have been similar to the better-

preserved Winchester and Cambois (fig. 4) specimens, with a slightly fan-shaped tail 

touching the border, a raised wing and holding a branch in its beak. The details of the 

bird are incised like those on the Winchester brooch, whilst the details of the bird motif 

on the Cambois brooch are executed in punched dots. The raised inner roundel is set 
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within a wider border cast in relief, part of which has been reconstructed. Corrosion 

renders the pattern difficult to interpret, but again it is similar to the Winchester 

(characterised as ‘formless’)x and Cambois (characterised as ‘fish-like heads with gaping 

mouths and pellet eyes’)xi examples. The outside edge has a border of close-set incised 

lines creating a twisted rope-like effect. The underside of the brooch is concave and 

undecorated. 

No attachment fittings survive, similar to the others in this group, but there is 

evidence that they all functioned as brooches. The Cambois and Villejoubert specimens 

have corrosion marks and soldiering joints in arrangements and locations appropriate for 

pin fittings. The Winchester brooch has one side of the pin fitting remaining – this has 

been riveted through the front of the brooch, not taking into account the design, 

suggesting that it was a later addition.xii This could be evidence of a repair, or the later 

conversion of the object into a brooch. Microscopic analysis of the Lincoln object 

revealed striation marks and significantly less corrosion on the back than on the front. 

This may indicate that any attachment lugs or their remains were accidentally removed 

during the conservation process, or may be evidence of the re-use or repurposing of the 

brooch in the past (figs 2-3). The latter possibility may also apply to the French example, 

as striations were identified across the entire reverse surface of the brooch including the 

three soldiering joints interpreted as original attachment fittings.xiii Given the close 

similarities between this group both in terms of style and size, it therefore seems likely 

that all were originally brooches, but that some were later either repaired or adapted for a 

different use. The evidence for re-use of these objects suggests they were perhaps 

considered valuable or high-status objects. 
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THE DISCOVERY OF THE BROOCH 

The brooch was discovered in context F72 (AIB) in area B of the 1973 Flaxengate 

excavations. (AIB) was described on the context sheet as a clean layer of medium to dark 

brown loam with stones, and interpreted as levelling over Structure 20 (S20) for Structure 

26 (S26), fronting onto Grantham Street. During post-excavation phasing, the context 

was assigned to Period VII, of later eleventh-century date (c. 1060/70 to 1080/90).xiv S20 

was directly overlying two earlier buildings (S17, dated to the first half of the eleventh 

century, and S13, of late tenth- to early eleventh-century date).xv This sequence of 

buildings (S13, S17 and S20) was associated with industrial activities including 

metalworking, leading to their identification as workshops, although it was acknowledged 

that they could have fulfilled a range of functions. S20 stood out in particular for being 

associated with a large quantity of finished and unfinished copper-alloy hooked tags and 

some evidence for silver working.xvi 

Although the Flaxengate excavations, which took place over the course of several 

years in the 1970s, remain the most extensive investigations into Lincoln’s early 

medieval occupation, the site was not without its methodological challenges.xvii The 

excavations provided a unique insight into the development of a series of buildings, 

seemingly in single ownership, as periodic levelling and rebuilding took place across the 

site as a whole. In terms of the artefactual material, it was noted that these frequent 

landscaping activities resulted in high levels of residuality and a lack of secure 

stratification of objects, with the majority of artefacts coming from levelling and 

demolition layers between building phases.xviii The later eleventh-century date of the 
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context containing the brooch under discussion here therefore only provides a terminus 

ante quem for its production, offering no solution to the discrepancy in dating between its 

parallels from Cambois and Winchester, noted above.xix 

 

THE LINCOLN BROOCH AND STYLISTIC PARALLELS 

As stated above, the Lincoln brooch belongs to a group of polychrome-enamelled 

brooches with a variety of motifs that were thought to belong to the so-called Kettlach or 

Köttlach culture. More recently, archaeologists have argued that using the term 

Kettlach/Köttlach to describe these brooches is misleading, as it ascribes unnecessary 

cultural and ethnic affiliations to the series, and underplays their connections and 

similarities with wider trends in European material culture during the late early medieval 

period.xx As such the term ‘polychrome-enamelled brooch’ is preferred as a descriptor. 

This term still allows us to identify these as a distinct set of objects, based on their use of 

multi-coloured opaque enamels within the same cell. This is different from the use of one 

colour per cell as seen on the majority of enamelled brooches found in northwest Europe, 

especially in northern Germany, the Low Countries, and England. 

Polychrome-enamelled brooches have a distribution focused on the eastern Alps 

region, where they are found mainly in funerary contexts, spanning east from 

Switzerland, through Austria and northern Italy into Slovenia, and north towards 

Frankfurt in Germany.xxi Whilst this still best describes the core distribution of 

polychrome-enamelled brooches, there are a growing number of outliers. The number of 

examples from England with a variety of motifs has increased significantly since the 

introduction of the Portable Antiquities Scheme, and the encouraged recording of metal-
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detected finds.xxii Further examples with a central motif of a back-turned animal or a 

cross have recently become known in Denmark.xxiii The increasingly widespread 

discoveries of these brooches suggests that their traditional distribution pattern may have 

been influenced by the primary method of deposition (as grave goods) and subsequent 

recovery.xxiv 

The polychrome effect achieved with the enamel on this range of brooches creates a 

vibrant background to a central silhouetted motif.xxv The subject of the central motif 

varies greatly across the series, with crosses, back-turned animals, the Agnus Dei, and 

birds all proving popular. Birds on polychrome-enamelled brooches are shown either 

facing forward with their head turned and wings outstretched, or shown in profile like the 

brooch from Lincoln.xxvi Whilst most of the birds on these broches are shown without any 

additional features, the one on the Lincoln brooch would have held a short two-pronged 

branch in its beak. This particular iteration of the bird motif is found on just six other 

polychrome-enamelled brooches. One comes from the Kettlach/Köttlach cemetery itself, 

but unlike the bird on the Lincoln brooch this bird looks backward over its wing, and 

grasps a two-pronged branch in its beak.xxvii Two recently metal-detected polychrome-

enamelled brooches from Bavaria, Germany, also feature the bird-with-branch motif, and 

their elaborate tails suggest that they may represent peacocks.xxviii Whilst these three 

polychrome-enamelled brooches have similar motifs to the Lincoln brooch, none features 

the moulded border. 

The other three known occurrences of the bird-with-branch motif on polychrome-

enamelled brooches are all remarkably similar to the Lincoln brooch: the bird faces the 

same direction on all brooches; all have the moulded border; and all have a raised wing. 
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The first was discovered in 1859 in a burial in Cambois, Northumberland, along with a 

bone comb and three bodies.xxix The second, found at uncertain date, is recorded as 

coming from Hyde Abbey, Winchester.xxx The third brooch was found during the more 

recent excavations of a castle in Villejoubert, Charente (southwest France).xxxi Unlike the 

Lincoln brooch, these three brooches are complete and in very good condition: the 

enamels are still bright and the moulding and decoration are clear (compare fig. 3 and fig. 

4). The Lincoln brooch and these three parallels are identical in form and concept, and 

whilst establishing if any are mould duplicates is difficult without close analysis of all the 

original objects, which was beyond the scope of the current study, it seems likely that 

they were products of the same workshop. 

 

 

PLACE OF MANUFACTURE OF THE LINCOLN BROOCH 

Just a few decades ago, the two examples from Winchester and Cambois stood out as 

strange and difficult to explain in the context of late Anglo-Saxon metalwork, so it is not 

surprising that their origin was debated. Based on their exclusive occurrence in England, 

David Wilson and David Hinton argued that both these brooches were of English 

manufacture.xxxii However, the recent discovery of the example from Villejoubert reveals 

how quickly our picture of object distributions can change in light of new finds. 

Wilson and Hinton both thought that that whilst the Winchester and Cambois 

brooches’ use of polychrome enamel linked them to the wider range of polychrome-

enamelled brooches of the eastern Alps region, the motif was definitely of English 

origin.xxxiii This argument was supported by the find of two bone spoons from Winchester 
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decorated with bird-with-branch motifs, and a third bone spoon with this motif, also from 

Winchester, has subsequently been discovered.xxxiv But the character of the birds on the 

bone spoons is quite different to the brooches. The use of bird motifs on polychrome-

enamelled brooches is very common, and we have already seen that the bird-with-branch 

motif was not restricted to the Lincoln brooch and its English parallels, but was also in 

use on the continent. Further, there is nothing about the bird with branch motif to suggest 

specifically English origin, and it is just as likely that it derives from a continental 

tradition of bird representation. Vera Evison argued that there were no truly compelling 

parallels for the bird motif in Anglo-Saxon art, and, significantly, as there is currently no 

clearly diagnostically Anglo-Saxon metalwork that employs this very distinctive 

enamelling technique, Evison suggested that a continental origin was preferable.xxxv 

The debate surrounding the place of manufacture of polychrome-enamelled 

brooches with bird-with-branch motifs continues. Metallurgical analysis had already been 

carried out on the Cambois, Villejoubert and Austrian brooches (no metallurgical analysis 

of the Winchester brooch has been carried out to date).xxxvi There is also a more extensive 

programme of analysis under way in Austria to determine the likely source of raw 

materials for a number of object types including polychrome-enamelled broochesxxxvii 

Victoria Sainsbury of the Oxford Research Laboratory for Archaeology and the History 

of Art (RLAHA) therefore investigated the Lincoln brooch by ED-XRF to shed light on 

its metal composition, allowing comparison with the Cambois and Villejoubert brooches 

as well as the Austrian brooch group, and – given the context in which the brooch was 

found – with contemporary metalworking debris from Flaxengate, including an 

assemblage of unfinished hooked tags.xxxviii As the Lincoln brooch is heavily corroded, 



 10 

the front more so than the back, any analysis is, at best, speculative. The results of the 

metallurgical analysis are detailed in Table 1. 

Despite any reservations, when the results of the analyses were compared to other 

enamelled brooches and the scrap from Flaxengate, it did show up some interesting 

details. Comparison was hindered slightly by the fact that for the Cambois brooch only 

average values were published, whilst the results of the Austrian brooch-group, 

consisting of just over 20 brooches, were given in graph-form rather than as absolute 

values. The comparative average values for the Lincoln, Cambois and Villejoubert 

brooches are given in Table 2, revealing that although the largest component in the alloys 

of all three brooches was copper, and lead occurs in relatively constant quantities, the 

values for zinc and especially tin vary significantly. Although it is difficult to comment 

on zinc in highly corroded objects, the implications for the variations in tin, which were 

consistently below 1% in the Lincoln brooch, are discussed more fully below. 

The analysis of the Austrian brooch-group is published elsewhere,xxxix but a 

narrative summary will be given here. Prior to analysis of the Austrian brooches it was 

hypothesised that the alloys would probably consist of relatively pure copper (>80%) 

with small quantities of tin and/or lead (‘bronze’), as copper-zinc alloys (‘brass’) would 

be less suitable for enamelling. However, the results of the analysis of the brooches were 

surprising: the alloys were remarkably consistent across the analysed assemblage, and 

although copper did indeed make up by far the largest percentage of the alloys (>70% in 

all instances), the other significant components were lead (<10% in all instances) and 

zinc (between 10-20%). Tin, on the other hand, made up 1% or less of the alloys, as was 

the case in the Lincoln brooch.xl 
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The analysed Flaxengate assemblage of scrap metal was extremely variable in 

nature, consisting of spillages, bars and bar ingots, wire, sheet metal, unfinished hooked 

tags and some miscellaneous other objects, broadly dated to the later ninth to twelfth 

centuries with some later outliers. Unsurprisingly perhaps, given the variation in the 

analysed sample and the broad date range, the analysis showed a wide variety of alloys 

including both ‘brasses’ and ‘bronzes’.xli Having said that, copper-zinc alloys outweighed 

copper-tin alloys: some 85% of residues from crucibles used for copper-alloy were zinc-

rich. This pattern is unsurprising, as brass was supposedly reintroduced in Britain in the 

later Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Scandinavian periods.xlii Despite this, the tin content of the 

Flaxengate scrap material was consistently higher than that of the Lincoln brooch, with 

only very few examples below 1%.xliii 

In conclusion, it seems that the metal composition of the Lincoln brooch – a 

copper-zinc alloy with less than 1% tin – is most consistent with the Austrian assemblage 

of polychrome-enamelled brooches from the eastern Alps region. Interestingly, there is a 

clear disparity with the Villejoubert brooch – stylistically a closer parallel to the Lincoln 

brooch than the Austrian assemblage – as tin is present in much more significant 

quantities. Although tin tends to be preferentially apparent in corrosion material, the 

readings from the French brooch were consistently high, whilst those from the Lincoln 

brooch were consistently low.xliv 

The results of the metallurgical analysis of the brooch have interesting 

implications. Although the context in which the object was found might have suggested a 

Lincoln-based production centre, the average tin content of the brooch differs for the 

scrap-metal and unfinished hooked tags found on the same site. Further, based on its use 
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of polychrome enamel, which as stated is not a feature of Anglo-Saxon metalwork, it 

therefore seems most likely that the Lincoln brooch was created in a continental 

workshop, and thus represents the import of a continental object into Anglo-Scandinavian 

England. 

Further, if the Lincoln, Cambois, Winchester and Villejoubert brooches were 

indeed products of the same workshop, the dissimilarity in their composition can only be 

explained if the metalworkers used scrap metal from multiple sources rather than freshly 

mined raw materials. This exists in contrast with preliminary conclusions from the 

programme of scientific analysis of the Austrian brooches, which concluded that the 

consistency of the metal composition of ninth- to tenth- century objects implies that the 

use of recycled materials at this time was unlikely.xlv Perhaps the four near-identical 

brooches from Lincoln, Winchester, Cambois, and Villejoubert were a distinct sub-group, 

with a separate continental production centre from the Austrian examples. 

 

 

DATING OF THE LINCOLN BROOCH AND ITS PARALLELS 

Polychrome-enamelled brooches appear to have emerged in the later part of the ninth 

century, and continued into the eleventh.xlvi Although the circumstances of discovery of 

the Lincoln brooch offer no firm clues for an exact date beyond a terminus ante quem in 

the eleventh century, the date of the Lincoln brooch and its parallels can be further 

refined through both art-historical and archaeological analysis. The motif of the bird-

with-branch should be seen as relating to Christian iconography in some way. Hinton has 

suggested that it may be a conflation of multiple motifs, including the bird-in-vine 
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motif,xlvii which ultimately derives from Mediterranean models and relates to the 

protective qualities of the vine through referencing Jesus’ words in John 15:1 ‘I am the 

true vine’. The motif becomes almost ubiquitous in later Anglo-Saxon art appearing 

across the full range of art mediums, including metalwork, sculpture, and manuscripts. 

The bird on the Lincoln brooch and its parallels are not shown inhabiting vine scrolls 

(unless one takes the outer moulded decoration of the brooches as representative of the 

vine, although this still would not explain the branch in the birds’ beak), but they could 

be argued to represent a simplified abbreviated version of the motif. Another possibility 

is that the motif represents the dove that returns to Noah with an olive branch. This motif 

appears in early medieval manuscripts as part of a wider scene including Noah’s Ark 

(such as in the eleventh century Cotton Claudius B. IV, f.15v). Whilst the motif on the 

Lincoln brooch and its parallels lack the contextual scene setting of Noah’s Ark, its 

identification as such seems entirely plausible. Either interpretation means that the brooch 

relates to a variant of polychrome-enamelled brooches found in the eastern Alps region 

with Christian imagery, which includes crosses and a number of bird motifs (Eichert 

group C3). This group has been dated to the tenth century based on the radiocarbon dates 

derived from the burials in which they were deposited.xlviii 

The varying contexts of the examples from England could all accommodate a tenth 

century date. The brooch from the burial in Cambois was given a deposition date of no 

later than the middle of the tenth century (although the brooch itself was given a ninth-

century date), as it was found with a bone comb of the handled type (Ashby Type 3), 

which has recently been dated to the eighth to eleventh centuries.xlix The example from 

Winchester is unstratified, but the city expanded and grew in prosperity during the tenth 
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and eleventh centuries. The damaged example of polychrome-enamelled brooch, but with 

a back-turned animal motif, from Fishergate in York, finally, was excavated from a pit 

dated to the site’s Period 4z of the eleventh to twelfth century.l Given these various 

parallels, a tenth-century date for the Lincoln brooch seems most likely. 

 

CONTINENTAL FASHIONS AT FLAXENGATE IN THE TENTH CENTURY? 

Given Lincoln’s inclusion in a loose grouping of ‘urban’ settlements in the East Midlands 

known as the Five Boroughs (burga fife), which according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

were ‘freed’ from heathen Northmen by King Edmund in AD 942, the town is commonly 

ascribed an Anglo-Scandinavian identity.li Evidence for Scandinavian and Anglo-

Scandinavian metalwork is indeed present, including a Jellinge-style brooch of possible 

Scandinavian manufacture, a strap-end of Thomas Type 4 (a multi-headed strap-end in 

devolved Borre-style) and a flat Borre-style brooch of a type particularly common in East 

Anglia, whilst evidence for Hiberno-Norse fashions is apparent from the presence of two 

ring-headed pins of a type commonly found in Dublin.lii 

More recently, however, Gabor Thomas has argued that the introduction of 

‘continental’ object types in ‘Anglo-Scandinavian’ England during the Viking Age was 

more common than has traditionally been given credit.liii Recent research drawing on the 

expanding corpus of metal-detected finds has shown that brooches, and indeed other 

dress-accessories, of continental origin or inspiration are quite common in Anglo-

Scandinavian England.liv As mentioned, when the Winchester and Cambois brooches 

were first discussed they were the only examples of their kind to have been found in 

England, but the number and types of recorded polychrome-enamelled brooches from 
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England have grown since. The latest example is a metal-detecting find recorded in 2012 

from Itteringham, Norfolk, featuring a front-facing bird with out-stretched wings.lv Other 

examples include three with back-turned animal motifs: two metal-detected finds with 

missing enamel – one from Ashwell, Hertfordshirelvi and the second from Riddlesworth, 

Norfolklvii – and the above-mentioned example from Fishergate, York, which was 

originally recorded as a mount.lviii Two further examples were first published in 1966, 

and whilst they have lost their enamel they are clearly part of the same typology.lix In this 

context the brooches from Lincoln, Cambois, and Winchester look far less exotic: instead 

they are part of a wider fashion for continental styles in Anglo-Saxon England. 

There is more evidence for ‘continental’-style artefacts from Lincoln itself as well. 

The only other imported Frankish dress-accessory recognised to date is a ninth-century 

belt buckle from St Paul-in-the-Bail.lx However, other artefacts occur that are based on 

continental prototypes, but are of probable English manufacture. These include a number 

of eighth- to tenth-century ansate brooches, a type of bow brooch with symmetrical 

terminals that were inspired by fashions emanating from the near-continent.lxi There are 

also two near-identical tenth-century lead-alloy flat disc-brooches decorated with a 

stylised curved-armed cross-design in low relief, which may have been produced in 

Lincoln itself. This type of disc brooch has a distribution across large parts of north-west 

Europe. Evidence for the production of continental-inspired metalwork in Lincoln also 

comes from the evidence of moulds used for the production of continental-style tongue-

shaped strap-ends with abstract foliate decoration.lxii Finally, the import of continental 

pottery into England seems to have declined sharply in comparison to the heyday of the 

wics, but the pottery that was produced in Lincoln and other Anglo-Scandinavian 
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production centres from the second half of the ninth century – often attributed to the 

introduction of continental potters in England, either at the time of the Scandinavian 

settlement or during periods of Anglo-Saxon control – bore strong similarities to 

continental pottery types.lxiii 

It has been noted that the use of continental style dress accessories in England is 

largely limited to the area of the Danelaw, and that their distribution overlaps with that of 

Scandinavian and Anglo-Scandinavian brooches with concentrations in Lincolnshire and 

East Anglia.lxiv What is more, if the grave from Cambois, Bedlington is indeed a ‘Viking’ 

grave, as suggested by Alexander, it provides a direct parallel for the deposition of a 

continental polychrome-enamelled brooch in an Anglo-Scandinavian context, and it is 

possible to suggest also that the brooch from Villejoubert can be related to Viking 

activity in the area at this time.lxv However, the polychrome enamelled disc-brooch from 

Winchester and the related object from Ashwell, Hertfordshire, serve as a reminder that 

continental influences were not restricted to areas of Scandinavian settlement alone. 

In short, it is clear that new ‘cosmopolitan’ fashions enjoyed renewed popularity in 

the Anglo-Scandinavian period, and the brooch from Lincoln is part of this picture of the 

broad cultural influences affecting dress practices in England. The question that remains 

concerns the mechanisms behind the increasingly widespread distribution of continental 

and other metalworking styles across north-west Europe. Although the Scandinavian 

raids and settlement may have caused significant disruption of the established socio-

economic order, this went hand in hand with the creation of new possibilities. The high 

degree of mobility that characterised the Viking period also paved the way for the 

movement of objects across large regions through channels old and new, and by the end 
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of the tenth century, a different economic landscape had emerged. Emerging towns like 

Lincoln and Winchester – mass-production centres of portable material culture – were 

one of the prime characteristics of this new age. 
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