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V&A acquires unique piece of buried treasure – a late Medieval cluster
brooch (c. 1400 - 1450) discovered by a metal detectorist in a former royal
hunting ground
vam.ac.uk | @V_and_A
Today the V&A announces it has acquired a rare jewelled
late Medieval cluster brooch after it was uncovered in
2017 by a metal detectorist in a former royal hunting
ground known as ‘Great Park’ near Brigstock,
Northamptonshire. The brooch, dating from c. 14001450, and made in either France or Germany, is the only
one of its kind to be found in the UK, and one of only
seven known examples in the world.
The second acquisition the V&A has ever made through the National Treasure Act, the
sculptural brooch measures 23.63mm x 22.71mm x 16.81mm in size and weighs 16.60 grams.
It will go on display in the V&A’s William and Judith Bollinger Jewellery Gallery as part of a
display on Medieval jewellery from Thursday 12 March. The brooch also features in the final
episode of BBC Two’s Secrets of the Museum, which airs at 20.00 tonight.
Triangular in shape, the gold brooch in the form of a flower is mounted with two diamonds
and one central cabochon spinel, with enamel decoration, and pearls, which have since been
lost due to degradation. The brooch lay hidden just four inches below ground for nearly 600
years before it was dug up on 10 June 2017 by metal detectorist, Justin Owens, using his
Minelab E-TRAC metal detector.
The loss of some diamonds and the brooch’s severely bent pin reveal the visible trauma it
would have suffered when it was likely wrenched off its aristocratic wearer at great force and
lost during the chase as part of a hunt. The very fact it was lost, buried and preserved in the
ground for so many years is the reason it survives today. If not, it would have almost certainly
have been melted down and repurposed into something else and lost for ever, as was the
custom during the period.
James Robinson, Keeper of Sculpture, Metalwork, Ceramics and Glass at the V&A, said:
“Jewellery often has an inventiveness, an emotional character and a longevity that transcends
the death of its original wearer as a gateway to unlock the past. This intriguing and exquisite
late Medieval cluster brooch is a rare survivor with a tantalising story to tell. It’s sculptural
design, exceptionally fine gold and enamel work, stunning diamonds, central cabochon spinel

and pearls (now lost), all express burgeoning opulence and extreme wealth. It would have
been made for someone from the highest echelons of society. The loss of some diamonds and
the brooch’s severely bent pin belie the visible trauma it would have suffered when it was
likely ripped off its wearer during the thrill of a hunt. It makes a truly captivating and unique
addition to our world-class jewellery collection, which traces the story of jewellery in Europe
from ancient times to the present day.”
The brooch is full of religious and romantic symbolism. During the period, diamonds were
associated with strength and eternity due to the belief that they could not be broken or
destroyed, while red stones such as spinels symbolised passion as well as good health, and
pearls represented purity. Such brooches were made for an affluent and courtly clientele.
Worn on the shoulder or breast, together with sumptuous textiles and other pieces of
jewellery, they played an important part for the display of status and wealth in courtly fashion.
Since arriving at the V&A, the brooch has undergone painstaking cleaning and conservation by
Senior Metalwork Conservator, Joanna Whalley. Whalley used intricate tools, including
pheasant and ostrich feathers, to limit damage as she removed layers of dirt to get it ready for
public display. Conservation treatment acted as micro-archaeology as nearly 600-years of mud
was meticulously dislodged to reveal the intricate 3D structure of the brooch.
The V&A has one of the finest and most comprehensive collections of jewellery in the world.
Over 3,000 jewels tell the story of jewellery in Europe from ancient times to the present day.
Highlights include a gold Celtic breastplate, jewelled pendants given by Elizabeth I to her
courtiers, diamonds worn by Catherine the Great of Russia, jewellery by the art-nouveau
designer, Réné Lalique, diamond tiaras by Cartier, and contemporary works by Wendy
Ramshaw, Peter Chang and Marjorie Schick. The newly acquired cluster brooch goes on display
in the V&A’s William and Judith Bollinger Jewellery Gallery, where highlights include Queen
Victoria’s diamond and sapphire coronet designed by Prince Albert in their wedding year of
1840, as well as Beyoncé’s Papillon ring by Glenn Spiro that was given to her by Jay Z.
Justin Owens, metal detectorist, said: “Finding the brooch was a complete surprise – I couldn’t
believe it. At best I’d hope to come across a Roman or Medieval hammered coin on a dig, but to
find something so rare and valuable as this was a total shock. When I first found it, it was
absolutely caked in mud. I didn’t have high hopes, thinking it might be an old bottle top or
something. But what a discovery! Now I’ve seen it cleaned up by the V&A’s conservators, I can’t
believe how exquisite it really is. The gold work is incredible, and the jewels are stunning. It’s
amazing to think who might have worn this and how it ended up buried underground,
undisturbed, for so many years. I’m excited it’s now in the V&A’s collection and on display in its
jewellery gallery for everyone to enjoy. I’m looking forward to visiting myself very soon.”
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About the V&A
The V&A is the world’s leading museum of art, design and performance, with collections
unrivalled in their scope and diversity. It was established to make works of art available to all
and to inspire British designers and manufacturers. Today, the V&A’s collections, which span

over 5000 years of human creativity in virtually every medium and from many parts of the world,
continue to intrigue, inspire and inform.
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