
Notes and News

AN ANGLO-SAXON VARIANT OF A MEROVINGIAN ROUNDED-PLAQUE
BUCKLE (PL. XXVI, A; FIG. 50)

A bronze belt buckle in the Ashmolean Museum from the Anglo-Saxon cemetery
at Faversham, Kent, is ofunusual form for which antecedents can be found in continental
Merovingian contexts rather than in insular metalworking traditions.' In common
with most of the material from Faversham there is no record of its discovery or associa
tions. It consists of three parts: the plaque, 4.8 em. by 4' 5 em. ; the tongue and tongue
plate, 3' 5 em. by 2 . I em., and the buckle-loop, 2 . 5 em. by 5' a em.

The buckle was attached to a belt by three rivets, disguised on the front ofthe plaque
by bosses-a large one to the rear and two smaller ones opposite each other at the front.
In the centre of the plaque there is an empty circular setting which originally would
have held a garnet or a piece of glass, either by itself or set in the centre of a white boss.
The plaque is further decorated by a series of punched circles and triangles. The circles,
made up of individual dots, follow the perimeter and extend inwards from three points to
the central setting. Along the perimeter, between each small side boss and the rear boss,
these circles are placed at the apexes of cross-hatched triangles. The tongue-plate is
decorated with a series of similar circles again following the perimeter, but in this case
also in a cross pattern dividing the plate into four segments, each with a circle in its
centre. The tongue is undecorated. The buckle-loop, round in section, is decorated with
three grooves on each side of the point where the tongue rests on the loop. The rivets
would have attached the buckle to one end ofa belt, almost certainly ofleather and worn
around the waist. Square or rounded counter-plaques and strap-ends are sometimes
found with buckles of this type and it is possible that this buckle was originally part of a
larger belt assemblage.

Rounded-plaque belt buckles were common on the continent in Merovingian areas
during the first half of the 7th century, where they formed one sub-section of a wider
group of plaque-buckles.> Four Merovingian buckles of this type have been found in this
country.s There are records of the discovery of two of these, from Sarre- and Ipswich.s
the first being associated with an iron buckle and some other pieces of iron, while the
second was not accompanied by other grave-goods. No record exists of the discovery of
the other two, from Favershamf and Lympne.7 It is when considering these other buckles
that the unusual character of this Faversham buckle becomes fully apparent.

The first consideration is the shape of the plaque. Usually the plaque on this type of

I This buckle (Ash. Mus. no. '909. 151a) is previously unpublished. I am grateful to Mr. P. D. C.
Brown of the Ashmolean Museum for allowing me to examine it and for reading and commenting on this
note. I should also like to thank Mrs. W. N. Yates for her comments.

, Trenteseau classifies the damascened buckles of this type in Belgium: see B. Trenteseau, La Damas
quinure merooingienne en Belgique (Bruges, 1966), 29-37.

3 For a corpus of these buckles see N. Aberg, The Anglo-Saxons in England (Uppsala, 1926),206, entries
80-83. The buckle from Sarre can be added to this list, but buckle 81B, from Sittingbourne, should be
removed as it is not of this type, and the one 'from Kent' (82) in the Royal Museum and Public Library,
Canterbury, is part of the Brent collection and could as easily come from a continental site.

<.T. Brent, 'Account of the Society's researches in the Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Sarr', Archaeol.
Cantiana, VI (1866), 177.

s N. F. Layard, 'An Anglo-Saxon cemetery in Ipswich', Archaeologia, LX (1907), 336, 340, fig. g, no. 5;
id., 'An Anglo-Saxon cemetery in Ipswich', Proc. Suffolk Inst, Arc/zaeol., XIII (1907), 9, pl. iv, 7.

6 Unpublished buckle in the Ashmolean Museum (Ash. Mus. no. 19°9.135).
7 C. R. Smith, 'Proceedings of the Association',]. Brit. Archaeol. Assoc., IV (1849), 158-9, fig. 4, no.

5; id., The Antiquities ofRichborough, Reculoerand Lymne (London, 1850), 264.
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FIG. 50
FAVERSHAM, KENT

Anglo-Saxon rounded-plaque buckle (pp. 126 ff.), Sc. ~

Merovingian buckle is either completely rounded or slightly straightened at the front,
with the rest of the plaque fully rounded. Although the front of the Faversham plaque
is slightly straightened, the rest has a distinctly rounded-triangular shape. The signific
ance of this variation in shape can perhaps be more fully appreciated when we consider
another important point, the size of the ornamental bosses. The Faversham buckle has a
distinctly larger rear boss while all three bosses on Merovingian buckles are invariably
the same size. This becomes even more significant when it is realized that in Kent at this
time the dominant shape of large belt buckles was triangular. These buckles, usually
decorated with elaborate interlace, were also attached to their belts by three rivets
disguised by bosses and, like the Faversham buckle, the rear boss was larger than the
other two. It therefore seems probable that the shape of the Faversham buckle-plaque
was determined by a Kentish craftsman used to manufacturing triangular rather than
rounded buckles. This theory is further reinforced by the rounded section of the buckle
loop; the loops of Merovingian plaque-buckles are usually concave on the under side.

Two further points are noteworthy. First, no parallel for the setting in the centre of
the plaque exists on the continent, yet this form of setting is commonly employed on
Kentish jewellery of the time. Second, and this is, perhaps, the most convincing argu
ment of all, there are two triangular gold-plated buckles from Favershamf with identical
circle and triangle decoration to that on the Faversham buckle under discussion. This
decorative motif is not uncommon on Anglo-Saxon metalwork but, when found in such a
close association and used in such a similar manner, it seems to clinch the argument that
the rounded-plaque buckle from Faversham is the work of a Kentish craftsman copying

8 C. R. Smith, 'On Anglo-Saxon remains recently discovered at Faversham, at Wye and at WestweIl,
in Kent', Archaeol. Cantiana, I (1858),49, pI. ii, fig. 3, no. 5.
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a Merovingian type, but at the same time employing decorative and metalworking
styles in use at that time in England.

RICHARD AVENT

A FRAGMENTARY BRONZE STRAP-END OF THE VIKING PERIOD FROM
THE UDAL, NORTH UIST, INVERNESS-SHIRE (PL. XXVI, B-D; FIG. 5r)

Recent excavations at Coileagean an Udail (the Udal), North Uist, have concentra
ted on the Viking and immediately pre-Viking levels of this multi-period site. The
present indication, from the considerable area so far investigated, is that 'the culture of
the Norse-Hebrideans is not too readily to be distinguished from that of the pre-Norse
Celtic Hebrideans except in terms of house structure'. 9 There are, however, amongst
the material recovered from the 9th to I r th-century levels (IXc and X), a few artifacts
which are clearly not of native Hebridean origin. Chiefamongst these is a coin of Harald
Hardrada (c. 1060)'0 from the top of level IXc; attention should also be drawn to a
decorated bone comb-case, from the interface of levels IXc and X, with roth to I r th
century parallels from other Viking sites such as Dublin» and the settlement at Freswick,
Caithness.>

An important find in level X in 1972 is a fragment of a decorated bronze strap-end,
which has certain 9th to 10th-century parallels that raise a number of problems.

This fragment, (PL. XXVI, C, D; FIG. 51), L. 3'25 cm., consists of the damaged
remnant of the tip and part of the main body of a strap-end with incised decoration on
either side. Both faces of the main body have a single field of ornament between obliquely
hatched borders, each face having a different ribbon-interlace pattern. The field, on
what is here termed the obverse, contains a simple single-strand interlace pattern,
whereas that on the reverse has a more elaborate but less clearly defined knot-pattern
which will be discussed at greater length below. The tip expands slightly from the main
body before tapering to a rounded point. I ts centre is pierced by a circular hole surround
ed by two concentric circles which are linked by a number of groups of three transverse
lines. A single ring-and-dot is incised at the termination of the hatched border which is
also the point of expansion of the tip. This feature, balanced on the missing side of the
object, represents the eye ofa stylized animal-head, seen from above, ofwhich the nostrils
are represented by similar dots, without the accompanying rings, near the tip of the
object. The ornament of the tip is similar on both faces.

The fragment is cut and broken in such a way as to indicate that it had become no
more than scrap-metal when discarded or lost. Sufficient exists, however, to show that it
is part of an object very similar to one from the Viking grave at Cronk Maar, Isle of
Man, a burial dated between 850 and 950 by Wilson.n The Cronk Moar example is
complete, as is another found at Dunbel, co. Kilkenny :'4 clearly they are both strap-ends.
The basic similarity between all three of these pieces includes the use of the same
symmetrical, single-strand, interlace pattern in at least one of the main fields on each,
including the obverse of the Udal example. This close relationship might allow one to
deduce that the missing butt-end of the Udal strap-end was similar to that on each of the
other two examples. Another significant shared feature is that the tip of the Dunbel
strap-end is undoubtedly in the form of a stylized animal-head, seen from above. This

9 lain Crawford Excavations at Coileagean an Udail: 9th Interim Report, (Christ's College, Cambridge,
1972),8.

'0 M. Dolley and K. Skaare, Nordisk Numismatisk Unions Medlemsblad, VIII (1973), 221-7.
r r Found in Winetavern Street (reg. no. E81 :4638) during excavations directed by B. 6 Rior'd.ain for

the National Museum of Ireland. I am most grateful to Mr. 6 Riordain for this and other references.
n Proc. Soc. Antiq. Scot., LXXIII (1938-9). pl. xlvii, I.

'3 G. Bersu and D. M. Wilson, Three Viking Graves in the Isle of Man (Soc. Med. Archaeol., monograph
series, no. I, 1966), 75-6,84-7, pl. xvi, B.

'4]. Roy. Soc. Antiq, Ireland, LIII (1923), fig. 8.




