
SUMMARY

Two copper-alloy artefacts from Vindolanda suggest post-Roman occupation of the site. A large
penannular brooch may be a transitional type between the smaller, Roman examples and the later
zoomorphic penannular brooches. A decorated strap-end (the second found at Vindolanda) can be dated
to the period between the late eighth and the tenth century.

uring the excavation of the western granary at Vindolanda in 2008
(Britannia, 40 (2009), 233–4; Birley 2013), two late- or post-Roman objects were
uncovered.

THE PENANNULAR BROOCH

The first is a copper-alloy penannular brooch (fig. 1; SF11756) which was found to the south
of the granary on a rubble street surface, a context which represents the last surviving occu -
pation level of the granary site (Birley, 2013). There were several fourth-century coins in the
stratified deposits below this artefact which strongly suggests a post-Roman date for this find. 

The brooch closely resembles a Fowler type E brooch (Fowler 1960, 153) although it is
unusual due to its exceptionally large size. The diameter is 83.38 mm and the total length of
the pin is 88.71 mm. The cross-section of the penannular ring of the brooch is D-shaped. The
ring has been broken into three pieces; on the smallest fragment there is iron residue which
could possibly be evidence of a repair. The pin head, although attached, is corroded to the
brooch. There are two decorative channels on the pin head which give the impression of
moulding, and the pin is slightly bent towards its distal end. The terminals of the penannular
ring are moulded and folded back and the decorative horse-heads thus formed are still
evident. 

Type E brooches are not uncommon on Hadrian’s Wall and have been found at South
Shields (Allason-Jones and Miket 1984, 111–2), Chesters (Budge 1903, 382), Birdoswald (Rich -
mond 1931, 133; Wilmott 1997, 412–3) and another example at Vindolanda (Snape 1993, 82),
to name but a few. Of the eleven which are catalogued in Margaret Snape’s Roman Brooches
from North Britain, the largest has a diameter of 39 mm (Snape 1993, 29). The brooch from
Vindolanda considered here is more than twice the size of the other Roman examples and
could point to a transition between these and the later, larger zoomorphic penannular
brooches (Kilbride-Jones 1980, 30). 

More recent work on late Roman brooches has identified further examples of type E penan -
nular from late contexts on the frontier. Type E accounts for almost 50 per cent of the
penannular brooches found in the area, and this type is most commonly associated with
military contexts dating to the mid-fourth century to the late fifth / early sixth century. Rob
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Collins (2010) concluded that brooches like the penannular type became items of prestige in
the Roman period, and that the evidence available suggests that they were worn by
individuals of high social status (Collins 2010, 68–73). 

THE STRAP-END

The second object is a silvered copper-alloy strap-end (fig. 2; SF11748) which is most likely 
to be a Thomas Class A, Type 1: Trewhiddle style, with the mousehead terminal missing
(Thomas 2003, 2). It was recovered from the core of the eastern wall of the western granary
and could be associated with a late rebuilding of the wall (Birley, 2013). The dimensions are
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Fig. 1 The copper-alloy penannular brooch (SF11756) from Vindolanda.
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as follows: W: 27.88 mm, H: 16.12 mm, D: 4.05 mm. The split end for taking the strap is
damaged but the two rivets remain on the base. Faint traces remain, just under the rivets, of
the typical secondary trilobite palmette — a foliate motif. A well-worn central panel shows a
stylized animal with split ears and a slashed eye. The animal is lying on its front paws looking
back over its body. The body extends diagonally with its rump shown parallel to the head.
There is evidence of further decoration before the break in the central panel where faint lines
can be seen representing the start of further embellishment (cf. Thomas 2001, 39). 

Another strap-end was found on the site during the intramural excavation conducted in
1980 by Paul Bidwell. The object, from context 25, was not reported on in the published
account but is a complete Thomas Class A, Type 1: Trewhiddle style, with the mousehead
terminal. The dimensions are as follows: W: 11.90 mm, L: 34.89 mm, D: 4.50 mm. It is copper
alloy with a silvered or tinned inlay over the central panel, the ears, nose, and mouth. The two
rivets remain for securing the leather or textile, and the trilobite palmette is also inlaid with
‘silver’. The main panel has been smoothed due to wear and some of the original decoration
is lost. Because of this, the interpretation of the panel is now impossible. 

Strap-ends of this type are common finds across Britain from Anglo Saxon contexts, and
many are found in the North, including one from the River Eden at Wetheral, Cumbria
(Richardson 1990, 40, fig. 21), six from Carlisle Cathedral in 1988, Lilla Howe, North Yorkshire
(Richardson 1990, 41), Goldsborough, and York, North Yorkshire, and Thorpe Salvin, South
Yorkshire (Thomas 2001,42). The decorative styles on the central panel vary from geometric
shapes to the elaborate interwoven animal designs much favoured by metal workers at the
time. A clay mould was recovered from the Crown and Anchor Lane excavations in Carlisle
in 1983 and could be evidence of a possible production site (Richardson 1990, 41). 

The date range for this type of strap-end is from the late eighth century to the tenth century,
so this suggests that there was some sort of occupation at Vindolanda well after the Romans.
It is hoped that, with further excavation and analysis of the intramural features and artefacts,
a more conclusive picture of the post-Roman occupation of the site will come to light. 
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Fig. 2 The silvered copper-alloy strap-end
(SF11748) from Vindolanda.
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