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INTRODUCTION

An early Anglo-Saxon silver-gilt sword pommel cap was found by Chris Bursnall, 
a metal detectorist, in the Scalford area, Melton Mowbray district in April 2016 
(PAS Ref LEIC-E45DE0, Leicestershire County Council Museums accession number 
X.A135.2017). This object, dating on stylistic grounds to the sixth–seventh centuries 
AD, is a significant find for various reasons. Firstly, it is only the second precious metal 
object of its type found in Leicestershire and its decoration has many similarities to 
several pommels from the Staffordshire Hoard. Secondly, it has a highly unusual 
weathered green substance present, which was also identified on several objects in 
the Staffordshire Hoard and at first was a mystery to its researchers. Following 
analysis this pommel has been described as a valuable missing link, which helps 
to explain the Early Medieval manufacturing processes involved in the production 
of highly intricate objects (Blakelock, pers. comm. 2019). The analysis has also 
raised further questions by identifying another enigmatic and currently unidentified 
material used for decoration. In addition, the Scalford sword pommel cap is one of 
a growing number of Early Medieval high-status finds that are being recorded for 
the north of our county and which are beginning to reveal a new historical narrative 
for the area. 

THE POMMEL

Decoration

The cast-gilded silver pommel is a ‘cocked hat’ type with a triangular form and a 
rectangular cross section, and measures 53mm long, 20mm high, 16mm wide and 
weighs 26.10g. It would have formed the pointed terminal of a sword handle and 
would have been held in place with silver rivets. 

The pommel has two broad faces (front and back) and two ‘shoulders’ which 
curve downwards from the peak to a straight terminal. Each terminal has two 
projecting rivet-tubes (measuring 4mm high and 5mm diameter), three empty and 
one with a silver dome-headed rivet in situ. The pommel cap is hollow. 
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Each broad face of the pommel is decorated with a different design. One side is 
filled with interlacing strands, decorated with a central line inlaid with niello (Fig. 
1a). Niello is a black mixture, usually of sulphur, copper, silver and lead, used as an 
inlay on engraved or etched metal, especially silver. 

The other face has a pair of addorsed interlacing creatures in Salin’s Style II, 
the junction between them marked with an incised diagonal cross (Fig. 1b). Salin’s 
Style II is a typology of decoration (created in the early twentieth century), the main 
feature of which is whole beasts with elongated ribbon bodies intertwined with 
symmetrical shapes (Salin 1904). A typical example of this style of decoration is the 
purse lid from the Sutton Hoo burial, which features paired interlocking animals. 
The majority of the objects in the Staffordshire Hoard are classified as featuring 
this type of decoration. The beasts are decorated with punched triangles and incised 
lines inlaid with niello. Each side is contained within a raised border, decorated with 
two rows of opposed punched triangles inlaid with niello. 

The two sloping shoulders are decorated with the same design, consisting of 
an interlaced knot with a T-shaped scroll at each end, resembling a stylised human 
mask with long nose (Fig. 1c). These motifs also have incised lines inlaid with 
niello. In addition to the niello the pommel was gilded, which would have created a 
striking silver/black and gold contrast. The peak of the pommel cap has a roughly 
rectangular hole, perhaps the remains of a lost setting or general damage from being 
in the ground.

The enigmatic green substance

The green substance was identified by Michelle Johns, a conservator at Lincolnshire 
County Council, whilst the pommel was undergoing cleaning for display. Originally 
it had been assumed to be a corrosion product, but due to its sometimes glassy 
appearance under the microscope, Michelle wondered if it could be possible glass/
enamel. However, enamel is not a common decorative material on Early Medieval 
sword pommels and the presence of niello also seemed to suggest that adding enamel 
to the same object would be an extremely difficult procedure due to the conflicting 
temperatures required for their addition as inlays (La Niece, 1983).

Contact was made with the conservation team who had worked on the 
Staffordshire Hoard, which led to correspondence with Professor Marcos 
Martinón-Torres – who had analysed a similar green substance on the objects in 
the Staffordshire Hoard (Martinón-Torres 2016). This work was unfortunately 
inconclusive, but it was suggested that Dr Eleanor Blakelock, based at the Institute 
of Archaeology at University College London, could undertake the analysis through 
her company, ArchaeoMaterials. This work took place in January 2019.

Analysis 
(Dr Eleanor Blakelock, Institute of Archaeology, University College London)

The aim of the research was to investigate the character of the green material, and 
to determine whether it was a deliberate inlay as opposed to a post-depositional fill, 
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or resulting from the corrosion of the pommel. The analysis was carried out using 
a scanning electron microscope with energy-dispersive spectrometer, both samples 
mounted in resin and also in situ remains.

The analysis suggests that the substance was indeed an inlay, with the top layers 
having a spectrum similar to corroded glass – with silica, alumina, potash, lime and 
phosphorus represented, with some copper and tin. These areas appear glassy. In 
places it appears that the inlay had extended over an edge, which suggests that it 
was inlaid in a viscous state – suggesting some form of enamel.

However, some parts of the green inlay appear to have a completely different 
composition and have a powdery, weathered appearance. This is formed of mostly 
lime and phosphorus, which suggests a bone ash, with copper, which explains the 
green colour. This material is still an enigma. It is possible this was the original inlay, 
perhaps similar to the white inlays seen on Early Medieval disc brooches (La Niece 
1988). However, it may also be a layer applied before adding the enamel, or the 
result of post-deposition effects.

The opportunity was taken to analyse the niello in the pommel, which revealed 
a silver sulphide, with no copper present, similar to the niello found in the silver 
objects from the Staffordshire Hoard (La Niece 2013; Blakelock 2015). In addition, 
a clean area of silver was analysed, to give an approximate composition; this, 
however, is very approximate as the heterogeneous nature of silver alloys, plus the 
effect of the burial environment, means that SEM-EDX analysis of the surface of is 
qualitative at best. However, this revealed a silver alloy with tin, lead and zinc all 
present. There is most likely some gold in the alloy, but it is difficult to differentiate 
this from the gold used to gild areas of the piece.

Fig. 1. The pommel is decorated with 
different designs on all faces.  

© Leicestershire County Council Museums
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It should be noted that whilst the material is referred to as ‘green’ as this is its 
current colour, we do not know if this was originally the case. It was assumed that 
the green material on the Staffordshire Hoard pommels was intended to be red, 
like the garnet inlays. The presence of lead in the material could perhaps support 
this, as in this period red glass was copper-lead glass. However, there was much 
less lead present in the green substance on the Scalford pommel. There was instead 
manganese oxide in some areas, perhaps suggesting that rather than being opaque 
the enamel was meant to be transparent, perhaps also suggested by the presence of 
gilding below the inlay which may have reflected the light. 

The analysis has also allowed the application sequence of each decorative 
component to be hypothesised. The order in which the inlays and gilding was 
applied depends on the temperatures required, and also the potential effects that the 
next high temperature process would have on it. The order for the Scalford pommel 
seems to be firstly gilding, then green inlay followed by niello (Fig. 2a). Occasionally 
the green material was identified within the channels to be filled with niello (Fig. 
2b), indicating this process was carried out first and gilding was present underneath 
the green material. Gilding was not found beneath the niello, demonstrating that 
extreme care was taken with the gilding so as not to get it in the channels where 
the niello was going to be added. Gilding is usually undertaken last, suggesting a 
different and technologically innovative method was utilised for this pommel – 
perhaps because of the multiple decorative techniques involved in its production.

Significance and Potential

The Scalford pommel has potentially shed light on the nature of the weathered green 
material found on the contemporary Staffordshire Hoard pommels. However, certain 
differences in composition have also thrown up further questions to investigate, and 
it is hoped that there will be a fuller exploration of this by Dr Blakelock and Professor 

Fig. 2a. Microscope image showing green 
substance (1) in separate channels to the 

niello (2) black/grey substance. Gilding (3) 
can be seen beneath the green material, but 

not the niello. Scale bar 0.5mm.  
© Leicestershire County Council Museums

Fig. 2b. Polarised microscope image 
indicates that in the niello channel (4) 

there also appears to be some green inlay, 
strongly supporting the proposed order of 

application. Scale bar 0.5mm.  
© Leicestershire County Council Museums
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Martinón-Torres in the future. To our knowledge the Scalford and Staffordshire 
Hoard pommels are the only ones of their kind with likely enamel inlays. As the 
Scalford example is an isolated find, it is therefore particularly significant.

THE POMMEL IN CONTEXT

The area around Melton Mowbray is producing the highest number of Early 
Medieval Treasure cases from the county and a number of significant finds have 
been made that are related to the pommel, either in age or location.

The pommel was found to the west of the village of Scalford, 3 miles north 
of Melton Mowbray, Leicestershire. Originally it would have been mounted on 
the handle of a sword belonging to someone of status during the sixth or seventh 
centuries AD (Fig. 3). Whilst there are no recorded finds of a similar period in 
the immediate vicinity, a significant number of important finds, including several 
Treasure cases, have been discovered within a few miles. 

Fig. 3. The Scalford pommel cap as displayed at Melton Carnegie Museum. The bespoke 
mount was created to show how the object would have originally been positioned on the 

sword handle. © Leicestershire County Council Museums
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The closest contemporary non-Treasure finds include a sixth-century gilded 
Salin’s Style II harness mount (LEIC-9E14B1) and a gilded square-headed brooch 
fragment (LEIC-776865) from Scalford parish. From further afield, but of the same 
date, are a recently discovered silvered Frankish brooch (LEIC-06202B) found just 3 
miles to the south-east in Freeby parish. The only other finds of a similar date are all 
from the recently discovered Leicester Road possible cemetery group, 4 miles south 
in Kirby Bellars. This site has revealed many artefacts, but those of note in relation 
to the pommel include a gilded sword pyramid inlaid with garnet (LEIC-4BD061), 
a garnet inlaid buckle tongue (LEIC-86FB45), a gilded mount (LEIC-461FE6) and 
a gilded ‘face mask’ mount (LEIC-40DB05) thought to represent the god Woden. 

From the growing number of Treasure cases in the district, the closest 
geographically are the late fifth–sixth-century Scalford bracteate (LEIC-EDD980, 
Behr 2011), found 2 miles to the east of the pommel location and just east of the 
village, and the slightly later silver-gilt hair pin from Asfordby (LEIC-15810D) 
dating to the ninth century. In addition, there is the extremely rare occurrence of a 
second bracteate in the area, which has stylistic links to the above, found in Hoby 
with Rotherby parish (LEIC-1E63A8). 

Closest in date to the pommel are the seventh-century gold bead from Kirby 
Bellars (LEIC-1768B3 see above) and the magnificent eighth-century silver-gilt 
Dalby mount (LEIC-15A132; Scott 2012, 268 and fig. 32), which also featured 
niello decoration used in a similar manner to define panels of decoration (LEIC-
15A132). Other items of note include a ninth-century gold aestel (LEIC-57BE78) 
from Grimston parish and the ‘Burton Lazars mount’ (LEIC-62EC04), a probable 
ninth-century gilded book mount.

The fact that two bracteates have been discovered from the Melton area alone is 
significant, as these objects were once thought to be the preserve of the South East 
and confined to ‘royal’ sites. When the other discoveries of Early Medieval precious 
metal objects from the area are taken into consideration, it begins to reveal a picture 
of a previously unrecorded wealthy society in the area. 

The pommel, then, is one of a growing number of significant, high-status artefacts 
being recovered by metal detectorists, which help to illuminate the ‘dark ages’ of the 
north of our county and are beginning to demonstrate that the area may have been 
more significant, politically and economically, than has been considered in the past.
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