
A Modern Guide to
Heraldry



"Dos and Don’ts of Creating a Coat of Arms: Helpful Hints for Americans"

Definition: A coat of arms is a unique heraldic design on a shield, surcoat, or tabard, used to identify
individuals, families, or organizations.
Components: Key elements include the shield, crest, supporters, motto, and helm. Each part carries distinct 
meaning and follows heraldic rules.

This guide provides practical advice for Americans interested in designing a coat of arms while respecting heraldic
traditions. Below are the key takeaways, organized for clarity and usability:

Historical Context: Investigate the history of heraldry to understand its rules and symbolism. Study historical
coats of arms to gain inspiration.
Personal Relevance: Incorporate elements that represent your family’s heritage, achievements, or values. This 
could include references to professions, cultural symbols, or personal traits.

Follow Heraldic Rules: Stick to traditional rules regarding colors (tinctures), symbols, and layout. For instance:
Use metals (gold or silver) and colors (red, blue, green, black, and purple) appropriately.
Avoid placing color on color or metal on metal.

Keep It Simple: A coat of arms should be clear and recognizable from a distance.

Research and Inspiration

Dos in Creating a Coat of Arms

Understanding the Basics of Heraldry



Practical Tips for Americans

Don’ts in Creating a Coat of Arms

Common Symbols and Their Meanings

Animals: Lions (courage), eagles (strength), and stags (peace) are popular choices.
Shapes: Chevron (protection), cross (faith), and fess (honor) convey various virtues.
Colors: Red (valor), blue (loyalty), and green (hope) are among the commonly used tinctures.

Ensure Originality: Avoid copying existing designs. Instead, create a unique representation while honoring
heraldic traditions.
Use Symbolism Thoughtfully: Every element should have a purpose and reflect personal or family values.

No Official Registration in the U.S.: Unlike some countries, the U.S. does not have a formal heraldic authority.
However, you can create and use a coat of arms for personal purposes.
Consider Private Registration: For added legitimacy, register your design with private heraldry organizations.
Use in Everyday Life: Incorporate your coat of arms into stationery, home decor, or family events.

Avoid Overcrowding: Too many elements can make the design look cluttered and lose its effectiveness.
Don’t Misuse Titles or Symbols: Refrain from using symbols reserved for nobility or specific roles (e.g., crowns
or coronets).
Don’t Ignore Cultural Context: Be mindful of the cultural significance of symbols and avoid misrepresentation.



Introduction to Heraldry

Heraldry, the art and science of designing coats of arms and symbols, has a rich history stretching back nearly a
millennium. Initially developed as a practical way to identify knights on the battlefield, heraldry has evolved into a
complex system of symbols that communicate family lineage, honor, and values. 

Over time, heraldic traditions were codified, making heraldry a respected art form with specific rules and structures. 
Today, coats of arms serve as both historical artifacts and personalized symbols for individuals, families, and 
institutions.

Heraldry follows a universal "language" known as blazoning, which is the formal description of a coat of arms. This 
system allows heralds to accurately describe any coat of arms, ensuring that it can be recreated precisely, even 
centuries later. 

The Significance of Heraldry in Modern Times

While heraldry once played a functional role in identification and social status, it now represents a bridge to the past, 
connecting people to their heritage or family values. In recent years, heraldry has gained new popularity, with 
individuals and families creating custom coats of arms that reflect their unique values, achievements, or cultural 
heritage.

The American Heraldry Society provides non-binding guidelines to encourage best practices for heraldry in the 
United States. These recommendations aim to align heraldic traditions with American cultural and legal values, 
while acknowledging differences from European norms. Heraldry is a hereditary system of emblems centered on 
shields, used for identification and distinction. It follows conventional rules that evolved in Europe over eight 
centuries.



1.1 The Origins of Heraldry

Heraldry began in Europe during the 12th century, initially as a practical solution to an urgent problem: 
knights needed a way to identify each other on the battlefield. Armored knights were nearly 
indistinguishable, so unique symbols painted on shields or tunics became essential. These symbols 
developed into standardized designs, with specific rules governing colors, shapes, and symbols—what we 
now call heraldry.

By the 13th and 14th centuries, these designs had grown more elaborate, incorporating symbols that 
conveyed the bearer’s achievements, status, and familial ties. Nobility and royalty passed down these 
designs as family crests, developing intricate systems of lineage and inheritance, including differencing 
methods for family members.

12th Century: The Birth of Heraldry

Origins on the Battlefield: 

Heraldry first appeared in Europe around the 12th century. During battles, knights wore helmets that concealed 
their faces, making visual identification difficult. Coats of arms, painted on shields and surcoats, enabled warriors to 
be recognized by allies and foes alike.

Earliest Heraldic Symbols: Simple symbols like crosses and animals were used to signify different families or groups, 
marking the start of heraldic design.

13th Century: Codification of Heraldry

Formation of Heraldic Authorities: As heraldry spread, formal authorities were established to regulate and record 
coats of arms. In England, heralds were responsible for recording arms and overseeing tournaments.

Rise of Blazoning Language: The development of blazon, a formalized language for describing coats of arms, 
allowed heralds to document designs consistently, ensuring their continuity through generations.



14th-15th Centuries: The Golden Age of Heraldry

Heraldry in Social Status and Politics: During this period, heraldry became deeply intertwined with nobility and 
social hierarchy. Families of rank and status used coats of arms to display their lineage, alliances, and achievements.

Ornate Designs: Designs grew more elaborate, with intricate symbols and colors that conveyed family histories and 
alliances.

16th Century: The Spread of Heraldic Laws

Codification and Regulation: By the 16th century, heraldry was so widespread that laws and rules were implemented 
to prevent unauthorized use of coats of arms. Monarchs established Heraldic Authorities (like the College of Arms 
in England and the Court of the Lord Lyon in Scotland) to oversee and regulate heraldic use.

Introduction of Differencing: As families grew, new marks were introduced to distinguish branches of the same 
family. This led to differencing, a method for modifying coats of arms to signify familial relationships.

In heraldry, differencing is the practice of modifying a family’s coat of arms to distinguish individual branches or 
members within the lineage. This is often done by adding cadency marks—small symbols like labels, crescents, or 
stars—to the base design of the family arms. These symbols indicate birth order or family position, with each mark 
uniquely representing a different descendant. 

Differencing serves both to honor the original coat of arms and to clarify each person’s place within the family 
hierarchy, ensuring each generation retains a visual connection to their heritage while also celebrating individual 
identity.



17th-18th Centuries: Heraldry in the New World

Adoption in America: Settlers brought heraldic traditions to the American colonies, where some families continued 
to use coats of arms as symbols of heritage. In Canada, heraldry became especially significant and is now regulated 
by the Canadian Heraldic Authority.

As early settlers arrived in America during the 17th century, they brought with them the heraldic traditions of 
Europe, symbolizing their family lineage, social standing, and cultural heritage.

Many families carried banners, shields, or engraved items bearing coats of arms that represented their ancestral ties 
and values.

Although heraldic practices in the New World often lacked formal regulation—unlike in Europe where heraldic 
authorities recorded and enforced these traditions—settlers adapted these symbols to new identities and 
communities. 

Over time, coats of arms in America evolved into personalized emblems, reflecting not only family origins but also 
aspirations in the burgeoning colonies, blending old-world heraldry with the unique, pioneering spirit of the New 
World.

19th Century: Decline and Romantic Revival

Decline Due to Changing Warfare and Social Structures: The use of heraldry declined with the advent of 
gunpowder and the decline of knights. However, interest remained among the nobility and those interested in 
ancestry.

Romanticism and Revival: In the mid-19th century, heraldry saw a resurgence as part of the Romantic 
Movement. People began researching family lineage and embracing heraldic traditions as a form of historical 
identity.



20th-21st Centuries: Heraldry Today

Legal Recognition and Modern Application: Today, several countries, including Canada and South Africa, have 
formal heraldic authorities that register and recognize coats of arms. 

In the United States, heraldry isn’t legally recognized, but organizations like the American College of Heraldry 
provide guidelines for designing and registering coats of arms.

Heraldry in Popular Culture: Heraldry has also influenced visual culture, appearing in literature, film, and even 
corporate logos.

Digital Heraldry and Personal Crests: With the rise of digital design, individuals and organizations have the means 
to create their own coats of arms, merging tradition with personal or corporate identity.

1.2 The Purpose of a Coat of Arms

While heraldry started as a practical system for distinguishing individuals in battle, it evolved into a means of 
representing personal and family identity. Each coat of arms tells a story through colors, symbols, and 
arrangements, and it often incorporates values, qualities, or experiences important to the bearer.

Traditionally, a coat of arms has been exclusive to nobility and their descendants. However, today, heraldic societies 
and cultural organizations, such as the American Heraldry Society, support the creation of personal coats of arms 
as a way for anyone to celebrate their heritage and convey individual identity. Creating a coat of arms now serves as 
an artistic and symbolic endeavor, linking individuals with a historical tradition of honor and identity.

1.3 The Components of Heraldry

In our digital age, heraldry offers a refreshing return to tradition and personal symbolism. With the resurgence of 
interest in genealogy and family history, more people are seeking to create coats of arms that connect them to their 
ancestors or reflect their own values. Today, heraldic symbols appear in everything from personal stationery to 
corporate branding, celebrating a timeless tradition in modern contexts.

Understanding heraldic components is essential when creating a coat of arms. Traditional heraldry is divided into 
specific parts, each with its own name and purpose. This guide aims to help your understanding of design and 
introduction to these components: 



Development of Heraldic Rules

Some heraldic norms stem from medieval European customary laws, common across countries. Other 
rules address specific national or historical needs. Excessive deviation from these norms disqualifies a 
design from being heraldic.

American Heraldry

Heraldry in the U.S. dates to early European settlements but lacks standardized norms. These guidelines 
aim to provide consistency while reflecting American diversity, history, and values.

Key Principles

Primary Purpose: Heraldry identifies individuals or groups and promotes ideals consistent with U.S. 
values, avoiding outdated class distinctions.
Equality: Possessing arms does not imply superiority. Titles of nobility or hereditary ranks are 
discouraged.
Diversity: Practices from other countries are adopted only when they align with American conditions.
Modern Adaptations: Traditional norms inconsistent with contemporary values, such as gender or 
inheritance restrictions, are modified.
Overarching Guidelines
Americans are free to create and use original coats of arms without official approval.
Arms must not be copied from others; they are hereditary symbols tied to proven descent. 
Commercial "surname arms" are misleading.
Foreign-granted arms hold no special status in the U.S. and are treated as self-designed arms.
Heraldry must not misrepresent personal status.

Language Accessibility

The guidelines prioritize plain English over technical heraldic terms to ensure accessibility.



Heraldic Composition

The Shield

1. Heraldic Rules and Aesthetics
a. Heraldry is an art form governed by rules, especially the rule of tincture, which prohibits placing 

metal on metal or color on color.
b. Designs should use traditional tinctures and avoid excessive innovation.
c. Writing on shields is discouraged, as heraldry is a visual art form.

2. Uniqueness and Integrity
a. Each coat of arms must be unique; copying or usurping another’s design is akin to identity theft.
b. Designers should ensure their work doesn’t closely resemble existing arms to avoid implying false 

connections.
3. Inheritance and Differencing

a. Arms belong to a specific individual and their direct descendants.
b. Sharing a last name does not grant the right to use another’s arms without proof of descent.
c. Variations on family arms should clearly reflect kinship or differentiation.

4. Restrictions on Incorporating Certain Elements
a. Arms must not include designs of sovereign nations, U.S. states, or ruling houses unless officially 

authorized.
b. Traditional marks of foreign honors (e.g., Scottish royal tressure, red hand of Ulster) or symbols 

tied to specific chivalric orders must be avoided.
5. Field Composition

a. Arms should feature a single, unified field. Overly complex divisions (e.g., quarterly or per pale) 
may suggest a combination of preexisting arms unless deliberately modified to unify the design.

b. Simplicity is key for easy recognition and effective identity.
6. Shield Shape

a. Except for lozenges (used for women’s arms in some traditions), shield shapes have no specific 
significance.

b. The choice of shield shape should align with the bearer’s taste but avoid anachronistic pairings of 
charges and styles.

7. Consistency and Identity
a. Changing a coat of arms undermines its purpose as a stable representation of identity. Once 

adopted, arms should rarely be altered.



Crest

1. Customary Use in the U.S.
a. In American heraldry, a complete coat of arms typically includes a crest, a three-dimensional 

figure once displayed atop knights' helmets during tournaments.
b. While common, a crest is not mandatory. Those whose traditions or religious affiliations 

discourage or prohibit crests may forgo them.
2. Design Considerations

a. A crest should be distinctive enough to serve as a stand-alone symbol of personal or family 
identity.

b. Unlike shields, crests don’t require absolute uniqueness, but copying an unrelated person’s crest is 
inappropriate.

c. Simplicity is important to avoid excessive complexity while maintaining individuality.
3. Torse and Wreath

a. Traditionally, a crest is displayed atop a helmet, connected by a torse (a twisted cloth band).
b. In U.S. heraldry, torses usually alternate three twists of the shield's principal metal and color, 

starting with metal on the dexter side.
c. Designers may choose alternative tinctures, show more or fewer twists, or even omit the torse in 

favor of a banderole or direct emergence from the mantling.
4. Use of Crowns or Coronets

a. Some traditions allow a coronet or crown to replace or accompany the torse, including designs like 
mural, naval, astral, or crest coronets.

b. These elements are often symbolic (e.g., military or naval distinction) but should not suggest noble 
status unless historically accurate.

c. Coronet use must be cautious to avoid misinterpretation as a claim to nobility. A crest coronet 
should never stand alone or mimic ranks exclusive to nobility or chivalric orders.

5. Display Options
a. A crest may be shown:

i. Atop the helm as part of a full achievement of arms.
ii. Mounted on the torse (or coronet) above the shield, omitting the helm and mantling.
iii. Displayed alone or with a motto scroll.



Helmets

1. Customary Helmets in U.S. Heraldry
a. The appropriate helmets (helms) for personal arms in the United States include:

i. Barrel (great) helm
ii. Tilting helm
iii. Armet with closed visor

b. These are universally accepted as suitable for arms assumed within the U.S. Heraldic tradition.
c. The choice of helm may vary across different emblazonments (depictions of the arms).

2. Material and Orientation
a. The helm is typically depicted as steel, not a precious metal, to avoid implying noble rank.
b. Its orientation should align with the design of the crest:

i. Profile facing dexter (viewer’s left).
ii. Three-quarters perspective to dexter.
iii. Affronty (directly facing the viewer).

c. If no crest is included, the helm is traditionally shown in profile, though this is a stylistic choice.
3. Helmets for Arms of Foreign Origin

a. American citizens using arms of foreign origin may depict their arms with:
i. One of the simple helms listed above (preferred).
ii. The helm traditionally associated with the arms in the country of origin, provided it does not 

imply nobility or similar elevated rank in that country.
b. For further guidance, refer to the use of foreign arms in the U.S.



Mantling

1. Definition and Appearance
a. Mantling (or lambrequin) refers to the decorative cloth attached to the helmet, draping behind and 

to its sides.
b. It traditionally features:

i. The principal color and metal from the shield (typically the first color and metal mentioned in 
the blazon).

ii. Color is shown on the outer side, while the metal forms the lining.
c. Variations are permissible:

i. Multiple colors and metals can be used.
ii. The outer side of the mantling may be adorned with small charges (e.g., motifs or symbols), a 

common medieval practice.
2. Material Considerations

a. Furs are discouraged for mantling in American heraldry, as they can sometimes imply noble rank, 
which may be misconstrued as a claim to such status.

3. Distinction from Robe of Estate
a. Mantling should not be confused with the mantle or robe of estate, which serves a different 

purpose and is discussed separately.



Mottoes

1. Role in Heraldry
a. In most heraldic traditions, mottoes are not an essential or intrinsic part of a coat of arms unless 

specifically granted as part of an armorial grant (as in certain countries).
b. Their inclusion is generally optional and does not alter the fundamental identity of the arms.

2.  Placement
a. Mottoes can be positioned in several locations:

i. Below the shield (most common in American heraldry).
ii. Above the crest or in other areas of the design, depending on artistic preference.

3.  Flexibility
a. The choice of a motto, or its omission, is at the discretion of the armiger (the individual entitled 

to the arms).
b. Mottoes may be changed over time without impacting the heraldic integrity or symbolism of the 

coat of arms.
4. Nature of Mottoes

a. Mottoes often reflect personal values, family heritage, or aspirations.
b. Unlike the shield, crest, or other elements, they are not subject to heraldic laws or tincture rules.



Additions to the Basic Arms

Supporters

1. Customary Use in the United States
a. Supporters are not a traditional element of personal arms in the United States, but this does not 

mean you cannot use them in your personal design.
b. In countries where heraldic supporters are customary, they are often associated with the titled 

nobility or individuals holding specific distinctions.
2. Personal Arms in the United States

a. Including supporters in American arms is discouraged to:
i. Align with U.S. heraldic customs.
ii. Avoid suggesting a claim to noble status that is not recognized in American legal or social 

systems.
3. Arms of Foreign Origin

a. Hereditary right to supporters from a country of origin:
i. It is recommended to omit supporters when adapting these arms for use in the United States.

b. Legal entitlement:
i. Supporters should not be used if the bearer does not meet the legal criteria for their use in the 

originating country (e.g., the descendant of a British knight grand cross only entitled during 
his lifetime).

c. Renunciation of noble status:
i.  If the current bearer or an ancestor renounced noble status during naturalization, associated 

supporters should not be used.
4. Private Display of Supporters

a. Historical or ancestral display:
i. The full achievement, including supporters, may be displayed privately if clearly presented as 

the arms of an entitled ancestor.
5. Institutional Arms

a. Supporters may be appropriately used in the arms of:
i. States, counties, cities, or governmental entities.
ii. Major educational institutions or corporate bodies of national or historic significance.



Crowns, Coronets, and Chapeaux

1. Use in Personal Arms in the United States
a. The display of coronets, caps of maintenance, or similar headgear with personal arms of U.S. 

citizens is not customary and discouraged.
b. These elements, when placed above the shield or used in place of a crest, are generally perceived as 

claims to noble status, which are inappropriate for assumed arms in the U.S.
c. Arms inherited from ancestors entitled to such ornaments in their country of origin may include 

these elements as a historical display, but they should be omitted in personal use.
2. Renunciation of Noble Status

a. Displaying a coronet symbolic of nobility is particularly inappropriate if the bearer or an ancestor 
renounced their noble status upon naturalization in the United States.

3. Coronets in Crests
a. Coronets of conventional design that do not signify noble rank may be used as part of a crest.
b. For more guidance, refer to section 2.1.2.4 on crests.

4. Clerical Hats (Chapeaux)
a. Members of the clergy may use hats emblematic of their clerical status that are prescribed or 

customary within their religious organization.
b. Care should be taken not to use hats associated with religious offices other than their own.

5. Civic and Municipal Use
a. Counties and incorporated municipalities may display a civic crown, mural crown, or other coronet 

symbolic of local history atop the shield.
b. Royal crowns or coronets associated with degrees of nobility should not be used.



Orders, Decorations, and Awards

1. Guidelines for Display
2. U.S. Military and Civil Decorations

a. Shoulder Sash and Breast Star: Depict the sash encircling the shield, with the badge fastening the 
sash at the hip, displayed surmounting the crossed ends of the sash below the base of the shield.
The breast star may be shown behind the shield, with enough of its perimeter visible to identify
the decoration.

b. Neck Ribbon Decorations: Show the ribbon emerging from behind the shield with the pendant 
below the base.

c. Breast Ribbon Decorations: Display the decoration suspended below the base of the shield by a 
length of ribbon emerging from behind.

3. Foreign Decorations
a. Insignia from recognized foreign heads of state can follow U.S. guidelines or the heraldic customs 

of the granting country.
b. If the bearer holds both U.S. and foreign decorations, it is recommended to display foreign 

insignia only if the highest U.S. decoration is also depicted.
4. Orders of Chivalry

a. Autonomous orders and those conferred by former monarchs, royal pretenders, or disputed 
bodies should be considered carefully before inclusion. Display is recommended only in contexts
related to the organization itself.

5. Avoiding Clutter
a. Limit to:

i. Three decorations/orders suspended below the shield.
ii. One breast star behind the shield.
iii. One sash or similar insignia surrounding the shield.

6. Order of Precedence
7. 1st: U.S. federal decorations awarded by or in the name of the President.
8. 2nd: Orders and decorations awarded by foreign heads of state.
9. 3rd: Other U.S. federal decorations.
10. 4th: U.S. state decorations.
11. Placement
12. Decorations encircling the shield: Most senior on the outside.
13. Decorations suspended from neck ribbons: Senior in the center, second senior to dexter, third to 

sinister.
14. Decorations suspended from breast ribbons: Arranged dexter to sinister (viewer’s left to right) in order 

of seniority.
15. Restrictions
16. Insignia from private organizations are not typically part of armorial achievements unless explicitly 

permitted by the organization. If allowed, they are used only in the organization’s context.
17. Honors without wearable insignia (e.g., service medals, unit citations, or qualification badges) should 

not be integral to the arms but may be part of a larger composition featuring the armorial 
achievement.

18. Inheritance and Marital Arms
19. Decorations belong solely to the awardee and are not inheritable.



20. Decorations should not appear with a shield that marshals the arms of spouses, unless both hold the 
same decoration.



Insignia of Office

General Guidelines

Mantles, Robes of Estate, and Pavilions

1. Historical Context and Usage
a. Since the late 16th century, it has been common in some countries for members of ruling families, 

high nobility, and holders of high state offices to display their arms against a fur-lined cloth 
backdrop, often a crimson or purple cloak lined with ermine.

b. These cloth backdrops are referred to as mantles, robes of estate, or pavilions, depending on their 
form.

2. Relevance to U.S. Heraldry
a. These accoutrements have no place in American heraldic custom. In the U.S., they are not used or 

displayed as part of personal arms.
3. Clarification of Terminology

a. Mantle or manteau should not be confused with mantling (also known as lambrequin), which 
refers to the cloth covering the helmet and is commonly used in all heraldic arms, regardless of
status.

1. Historical Tradition
a. In many countries, holders of specific offices or functions have traditionally displayed insignia of 

their office alongside their arms.
b. The use and design of such insignia are formally prescribed by the respective country's recognized 

authorities.
2. Lack of U.S. Guidelines

a. The United States government and state authorities have never established equivalent insignia for 
use with personal arms.

b. It is inappropriate for individuals in the United States to create and display office insignia as part 
of their arms on their own initiative.

3. Clerical Insignia
4. Clergy of religious bodies that maintain formal or customary rules for the use of office insignia 

should follow those specific rules.



American Heraldry and the “Law of Arms”

The Legal Status of Arms in the United States

1. Definition of “Law of Arms”
a. The "law of arms" refers to the rules and customs that govern who may bear arms, how they 

should be displayed, and how they are passed down from one generation to the next. This body of 
law is a combination of customary norms found in most heraldic traditions and specific statutes, 
regulations, precedents, and practices unique to each country.

2. Legal Entitlement in the U.S.
a. Under the customary law of arms, anyone can assume a coat of arms as long as it does not 

infringe on another person’s existing arms.
b. In the U.S., since July 4, 1776, no formal restrictions have been placed on the use of coats of arms. 

Therefore, it is both legal and legitimate for anyone to design, adopt, and use a unique coat of 
arms.

3. Heraldic Status in Other Countries vs. the U.S.
a. In some countries, coats of arms that are granted, certified, or registeredby authorized heraldic 

bodies have special legal status. The bearer has exclusive rights to those arms, and these rights may 
be enforceable in the courts of the granting country.
i. For example, a grant from English heraldic authorities ensures exclusive rights to the arms 

within England, but this right may not extend to other countries, such as Germany.
ii. Similarly, German heraldic societies may protect arms registered there within German courts 

but not in England.
b. In the United States, however, there is no legal framework for the protection of armorial bearings 
at the state or federal level. This means that any arms—whether granted by a foreign authority or 
unilaterally assumed—are seen as personal, family, or group emblems with no legal protection 
beyond personal use.



Arms of Women

1. Rights of Women to Bear Arms
a. In the United States, women have the same rights as men to assume their own arms, whether those 

arms are self-devised, granted by foreign heraldic authorities, or inherited according to the
principles of armorial inheritance discussed later.

b. Historical Restrictions: While some countries place restrictions on women’s armorial display (such
as prohibiting them from bearing a crest or motto), these restrictions have not historically been 
observed in the U.S. women are free to use the same heraldic symbols as men.

2. Forms of Display for Women
Women can display their arms in a variety of forms, depending on their marital status:
a. Single Women:

i. Display their own arms (including inherited arms) on a lozenge or oval shape.
b. Married Women:

i. A married woman can display her arms in the following ways:
1. In the same manner as an unmarried woman (on a lozenge or oval).
2. On a shield or lozenge impaled with her husband's arms, with his arms placed to dexter (or, 

as an alternative, her own arms may be placed on an inescutcheon surmounting his arms, as
discussed in section 3.3.1.1).

ii. A married woman who does not hold arms in her own right may use her husband's arms, but 
only if she adopts his surname.

c.  Widows:
i. A widow can display her arms:

1. As an unmarried woman (on a lozenge or oval).
2. On a lozenge or oval impaled with her late husband's arms.

ii. A widow who does not hold arms in her own right may use her late husband's arms, provided 
she continues to bear his surname.

d.  Divorcées:
i. A divorcée may display her arms as an unmarried woman and should drop any use of her 

former husband's arms.
3. Use of Crest

a. If a woman uses a crest with arms displayed on a lozenge or oval, the crest is typically shown 
without helm or mantling (since these elements are often associated with male displays of arms).



Arms of Office

Marshalling of Arms

1. Marshalling of Office and Personal Arms in the U.S.
a. In the United States, it is not customary for office-holders, with the exception of certain 

ecclesiastical dignitaries (like Roman Catholic and Episcopalian bishops), to marshal their 
personal arms with those of the entity in which they hold office.

b. When official and personal arms are marshaled, the arms of the office (e.g., a bishop’s diocese) are 
typically impaled to dexter (on the viewer’s left), while the personal arms of the office-holder are
placed to sinister (on the viewer’s right).

2. Arms of Office and Marital Arms
a. Arms of office and marital arms are never marshaled together on the same shield.
b. An office-holder may choose to impale their arms with either the arms of their spouse or those of 

their office, but not both at the same time.

1. Impalement of Arms
a. The most common method in English-speaking heraldic traditions for displaying the arms of 

married couples is impalement.
b. In impalement, the shield is divided vertically, with the husband’s arms placed on the dexter (right) 

side and the wife’s arms on the sinister (left) side.
c. Helmet and Crest: Impaled arms traditionally display the husband’s helmet and crest.
d. Escutcheon of Pretense: If the wife does not have brothers to inherit her father’s arms (and her 

father is deceased), her arms may be displayed on a small escutcheon in the center of the husband’s 
shield. This is called an escutcheon of pretense.

2. American Approach to Marshalling Arms
a. In the United States, the marshaling of arms on a single shield, while used by some families, is not 

universally followed and should be viewed as an option rather than a requirement.
b. An alternative method is to display each spouse’s arms on separate shields or on a shield and 

lozenge, arranged side by side in one artistic composition.
c. Husband’s Arms: In this arrangement, the husband’s arms are customarily placed to dexter (right).
In some traditions, the charges on the husband’s arms and his helmet and crest face toward the
wife’s arms.

3. Insignia of Orders or Decorations
a. Orders and Decorations: The insignia of an order or decoration should not be displayedon a shield 

that marshals the arms of two spouses.
i. This is because such honors are specific to the individual to whom they were granted, not to 

their spouse.
ii. An exception is made if both spouses hold the same order or decoration (in which case it may 

be displayed).



Armorial Inheritance

1. Inheritance of Arms by Legally Recognized Children
a. All legally recognized children are entitled to inherit the arms of the parent whose surname they 

bear, and they may use these arms by courtesy during the parent's lifetime.
b. The principle follows traditional armorial succession, with arms passing through the legitimate 

male line, but modified to accommodate modern American family law.
2. Surnames and Armorial Inheritance

a. For families that follow traditional American naming customs (children taking the father's 
surname), the children inherit and use the father's arms.

b. In families where children take the mother's maiden name or a combination of both parents' 
surnames, they may combine both parents’ arms, typically by quartering them. The last surname
(typically the combined surname) takes precedence.

3. Definition of Legally Recognized Children
a. "Legally recognized children" includes adopted children and children born out of wedlock, as long 

as they are legally recognized as the parent's heirs under state law.
4. Inheritance for Adopted Children

a. An adopted child does not inherit the arms of their biological parents, as adoption severs the legal 
connection between them and their biological parents.

5. Inheritance by Spouse's Name Change
a. A person who takes their spouse’s surname upon marriage may continue using the arms they were 

entitled to by birth. The arms may be transmitted to their offspring under certain conditions:
i. If the child’s legal surname matches the parent’s birth surname, they inherit those arms without 

modification.
ii. If the parent has no siblings (or no siblings with children), the parent’s arms are quartered with 

the spouse’s arms, with the spouse’s arms taking precedence.
6. Designing New Arms

a. Modern heraldic practices often discourage excessive accumulation of quarterings, and it is 
optionalto use all ancestral arms. A child may choose to:
i. Use only the arms of the parent whose surname they bear.
ii. Create new arms that combine elements from both parents' arms or from the parents and 

grandparents.
7. Retroactive Succession

a. When determining retroactive succession to historic arms, the eligibility of adopted or illegitimate 
children to inherit depends on the laws of inheritance in place at the time of the ancestor's death.

8. International Recognition of Armorial Inheritance
a. Foreign heraldic authorities may not recognize claims to inheritance involving adoption, 

illegitimacy, or female lines. Inheritance must be traced according to the laws in effect at the time 
in the country where the arms originated.

9. Custom Rules for Inheritance
a. Individuals assuming arms in the United States may set their own inheritance rules different from 

those mentioned above. It is recommended that these rules be stated in writing and communicated 
to all potential heirs.



Cadency

1. Historical Cadency Practice in Europe
a. Historically, in some parts of Europe, the principle prevented two living men from bearing identical 

arms within the same heraldic jurisdiction. This led to the practice of introducing small variations
or "differences" into the arms of younger branches of a family.

b. This practice still exists in Scotland but has largely fallen out of use in most other countries and 
was never a custom in some regions.

2. Cadency in the United States
a. In the United States, arms are typically inherited without differencing. Descendants of individuals 

whose arms originally contained marks of cadency (at the time of U.S. independence or 
immigration) usually retain the original design without further differencing.

b. However, there is no objection to differencing for cadency if a person wishes to follow this 
tradition. The option to use differencing is still available, as seen in some families or practices.

3. Foreign Arms in the U.S.
a. For families using foreign arms in the United States, the question of cadency may still apply in the 

country of origin, but in the U.S., the general trend is not to introduce cadency unless desired by
the family.



The Application of Heraldry

General Use of Heraldry

1. Heraldic devices can be applied in a multitude of ways across various mediums. These include:
2. Leather goods
3. Seals made from metal
4. Engraving on silver, glass, or other materials
5. Printed on bookplates
6. Displayed on walls as paintings or prints
7. Emblazoned on websites
8. Printed on T-shirts
9. Tattooed on the armiger's body
10. These uses are not exhaustive but reflect the broad application of heraldic symbols in modern life. 

The key point is that the use of heraldry can be as varied as the medium, provided it adheres to the 
customs and practices observed in the United States.

Stationery

1. Writing Paper
a. Armorial paper may be used for social correspondence.
b. Traditionally, the crest or coat of arms is displayed at the top center or upper left corner of the first 

page, typically in monochrome.
c. This style is reserved for the first page of a letter, with subsequent pages being unmarked.
d. Private business letters are not written on armorial stationery. However, corporate entities, 

universities, and government agencies can use corporate arms in their letterheads.
2.  Cards

a. It is not customary to display arms or crests on personal visiting cards in the United States.
b. For business cards, government agencies, universities, and corporate bodies can display arms 

representing the organization and its officers.
3.  Invitations

a. The host’s coat of arms or crest may be embossed without color (preferred) or engraved in 
monochrome on a formal invitation.

4. Menus and Place Cards
a. For formal events, the host’s crest can be engraved at the top center of place cards and menus.
b. In the case of a banquet or sponsored event, the arms of the sponsoring organization can also be 

displayed in this manner.



Seals and Signet Rings

Silver, Glass, and China

1.  Silver
a. The use of armorial silver has declined due to the high cost of hand engraving, with laser 

engraving providing a more affordable (but less artistically rich) alternative.
b.  Traditionally:

i. The full coat of arms is engraved on large silver pieces like trays, serving plates, and coffee pots.
ii. The crest is engraved on smaller items like flatware.

c. Wedding Silver:
i. Items presented to the bride before the wedding are traditionally marked with her family arms 

or crest.
ii. Items given later (except for matching pieces to complete a set) should be marked with the 

couple’s arms.
2.  China

a. On china, the arms (for large items) or crest (for small items) can be emblazoned in full color or 
gold.

b. The same rules for engraving apply as with silver.
3. Stemware, Tumblers, Carafes, and Pitchers

a. Arms or crests can also be etched onto stemware, tumblers, carafes, and pitchers, following the 
same general principles as for silver and china.

1.  Seals
a. The requirement for wax or wafer seals on legal documents has been largely abandoned in the U.S. 

since the early years following independence.
b. Seals are now unnecessary and can cause issues with photocopiers or scanners.
c. Alternative: For those who wish to use armorial seals, embossing presses that imprint the design 

directly into the paper are an acceptable method.
2. Signet Rings

a. Signet rings are occasionally used to seal envelopes, especially in personal correspondence. 
However, modern mail processing systems usually result in the seal being broken during transit.

b. Even if not used for sealing, signet rings are still worn as jewelry and are considered conservative 
and elegant.

c. Engraving: The design (arms, crest, or motto) is typically engraved in reverse on a metal or stone 
surface (usually 10 to 14 carat gold) so that it appears correctly when pressed into hot wax.

d. Placement: Many authorities suggest that signet rings be worn on the little finger of the left hand, 
although customs can vary.

3. Signet Rings for Women
a. Women who use signet rings may choose to have their arms engraved on a small medallion worn as 

a pendant, rather than in ring form.



Flags

Automobiles

1. Heraldic Flags
a. Heraldic flags include a range of types such as banners, standards, guidons, pennons, and 

gonfanons.
b. In the U.S., armigers are not bound by the same detailed restrictions found in other countries 

(e.g., British or Scottish heraldry), which have more specific rules for flag usage.
2. Banner of Arms

a. The most common heraldic flag is the banner of arms, where the shield design is displayed on a 
rectangular field.

b. The proportions of the flag are a matter of artistic preference, though a square shape is most 
historically authentic.

c. Trimmings: Elements like fringe, cords, tassels, and pole finials are customizable and a matter of 
personal taste.

3. Display and Use
a. Banner Usage: The banner may be flown over the armiger’s house or displayed inside the home.
b. Implying Presence: When flown elsewhere, the banner generally implies the personal presence of 

the owner.
c. Private Signal: Boat owners may use the banner of arms as their private signal or house flag.

1. Historical Custom
a. The tradition of decorating carriages with the owner’s arms continues, although it has become less 

common with automobiles.
b. In the past, arms were often painted on the back door of the carriage, assuming the owner had a 

driver sitting in the front. This practice is still seen in the U.S. Presidential limousines.
c. Placement for Self-Drivers: If someone drives themselves, they might place the arms on the front 

doors. However, the use of arms on automobiles is rare in the U.S., and there is no widely 
accepted standard for their placement.

2.  Considerations
a. Pretentiousness: Displaying arms on an automobile, especially on anything less than an expensive 

luxury car, may be perceived as pretentious.



General

Duplication

1. International Custom
a. No Objection to Duplication: Under traditional international heraldic law, there is no problem with 

two unrelated people from different regions using the same arms (including the same shield).
b. Possibility of Duplication: An immigrant might find that their arms duplicate those of someone 

already in the U.S. due to the lack of formal heraldic regulation in most countries, including the
U.S.

2. Resolving Duplication
a. Tolerance of Duplication: In most cases, duplication should be tolerated as part of living in a 

melting pot society, where such instances are inevitable.
3. Distinguishing Duplication

a. If confusion arises due to duplication or if demonstrable harm results from the similarity of the 
arms, distinguishing marks (differences) should be introduced.

b. Recommendation: The newer arms should yield to the older ones, with the newer armiger 
introducing a difference (this does not have to be extensive).

4. When Two Arms Are Equal
a. If it is impossible to determine which coat of arms is older, or if both arms have been in 

continuous, uncontested use for at least 60 years or three generations of adults (whichever is
shorter), both parties should accept the duplication.

b. Since it is unlikely that both arms have identical crests and shields, both parties should display 
their crests along with their arms, rather than omitting the crest.

5. In Cases of Usurpation
a. If one party is using arms without a legitimate claim or has usurped the arms, they should alter 

their arms to introduce a difference that shows they are unrelated to the other party.

1. Usage of Foreign Arms in the U.S.
a. The use of foreign arms in the United States typically does not pose any issues and can follow the 

same customs as arms of American origin.
b. These guidelines are designed to align with international heraldic customs, allowing foreign arms to 

be considered "naturalized" as American arms when used properly according to these standards.
2. Potential Issues

a. Three potential problems may arise:
i. Duplication: If two unrelated families bear the same arms.
ii. Use of Nobilitary Accessories: Some foreign arms might include titles or other nobiliary 

elements not commonly used in the U.S.
iii. Conflicting Customs: Whether American or foreign heraldic customs should govern the use of 

the arms.
3. Modification of Arms

a. In most cases, there is no need to modify a foreign coat of arms to adapt it to American standards.



External Accessories in Foreign Arms

Foreign Visitors

1. Visiting Foreigners: Foreign visitors or residents in the U.S. who do not plan on seeking American 
citizenship may bear their foreign arms with any external accessories authorized by the laws or 
customs of their country of origin.
2. No Modification Required: There is no need for modification when displaying foreign arms, including 

any external accessories.

Immigrants

1. Permanent Residents Seeking Citizenship: Immigrants who plan to become U.S. citizens are 
encouraged to adapt their arms to comply with American heraldic practices. This might involve 
removing any external accessories that signify nobility or other statuses that do not align with the 
American principles of equality.

2. Renunciation of Titles: U.S. law requires immigrants to renounce any hereditary titles or noble status as 
part of the naturalization process. Continuing to use heraldic insignia that indicates noble status after 
becoming an American citizen would be inappropriate.

3. Private Display: While noble titles cannot be used post-naturalization, private display of the full 
ancestral arms (as family heirlooms) is permitted, provided they are clearly presented as such.

Succession to Foreign Arms

1. Entitlement to Foreign Arms: In certain cases, American citizens may inherit arms containing 
nobiliary accessories (such as supporters, coronets, and helmets) through foreign inheritance. These 
elements may signify noble rank under the heraldic customs of other countries.

2. Public Use of Foreign Arms: It is recommended that public use of these arms be limited to contexts 
where the bearer is acting in their foreign role (e.g., as a clan chief at Scottish events or in 
correspondence with clan members).
a. Private Display: For private purposes, it is acceptable to display the ancestral arms in their full 

form, including nobiliary elements, as long as the display is clearly presented as an heirloom.
3. Emblazonments for Public Use: For other public occasions, it is recommended that arms be adapted to 

align with American heraldic practices by omitting any nobiliary or foreign accoutrements.

 American Citizens with Foreign Grants of Arms

1. Foreign Grants of Arms: Some Americans have received grants of arms from foreign heraldic 
authorities, which may include external accessories inconsistent with American customs (such as 
supporters or coronets).

2. Naturalization of Foreign Arms: Many of these arms align with U.S. heraldic guidelines and require 
no modification. However, arms containing nobiliary accessories should not be used publicly in the 
U.S., except when the individual is acting in a foreign context related to the arms’ country of origin.

3. Private Display: These guidelines do not prevent the private display of foreign arms in their full form, 
as long as they are presented as family heirlooms and not used in a public context that suggests noble 
status.



Foreign Rules to Govern Use of Foreign Arms

Compliance with Foreign Rules

1. Adherence to Foreign Customs: If individuals choose to display foreign arms that include supporters, 
insignia of foreign offices, or nobiliary accessories, they must comply with the rules and customs 
governing the use of those arms in the country of origin.

2. Succession Rules: This includes adhering to any rules regarding succession to the arms, which may be 
more restrictive than the American rules for inheritance of arms (as outlined in section 3.4).

3. Rematriculation or Confirmation: If the use of the foreign arms requires rematriculation, confirmation, 
or other forms of approval in the originating country, individuals should complete these requirements 
before displaying the arms in the United States.

Use of Naturalized Arms

1. Naturalized Arms in the U.S.: Arms that have been "naturalized" in accordance with American 
customs do not need to comply with the rules or laws of the originating country. These arms are not 
required to be confirmed or matriculated with the foreign heraldic authorities, unless they are taken 
back to the country of origin.

2. Original Form of Arms: The arms should be used in the form in which they were brought to the U.S., 
retaining any marks of cadency or differences that were in use at the time of immigration, without 
modification for American customs.



Bl azoning

Blazoning is the formal method of describing a coat of arms using specific terminology,

allowing for a precise and universally understood depiction of heraldic designs. The

Court of the Lord Lyon (scotland) provides guidelines on how to interpret and 

construct a blazon: it should be noted the united states has no formal registration for 
a coat of arms, therefore, there are no regulations. however, this guide has been created 

as to follow the traditional rules of blazoning. 





Bl azon

Blazon is the formal language used to describe a coat of arms. It follows specific 

grammar and terminology to ensure that arms can be accurately reconstructed from 
the description. For example, "Argent, a lion rampant gules" describes a red lion standing 

on one hind leg on a silver background.
Understanding these elements and their proper usage is essential for interpreting and 

creating heraldic designs, each rich with historical significance and personal meaning.

Structure of a Blazon

Field Description: Begin by specifying the 

background color (tincture) of the shield, 

known as the field.

Primary Charge: Identify the main 
symbol or figure placed on the field.
Secondary Charges: Describe 
additional symbols, their positions, 
and any specific attributes.
Tinctures: Clearly state the colors or 
metals of all charges and divisions.

3. Charges not central (in this case in chief)

2. The main charge or partition on the field (a stag's head)

4. Charges on the last mentioned (crescents and a mullet)

1. The field of the escutcheon (shield background) which here is Argent (White/silver.)

5. We try not to repeat ourselves, so of the First refers to the first colour given, Argent. Don’t

worry, we will get more in-depth about placements and lines later. 

Blazon: Argent, a stag's head cabossed proper, on a chief engrailed Gules, a mullet between two

crescents of the First. (James Thomson, merchant, Kirkcaldy) Read the blazon in this order..



Dexter" means right and "sinister" means left - but from

the point of view of the person holding the shield, not 

the viewer.

Argent is silver. "Cabossed" means a stag's head cut off

and shown as above. "Engrailed" is the scalloped shape

of the Chief. Gules is red. A "mullet" is a five-pointed

star



Rules of Tincture and contrast rules

To ensure clarity and contrast in your design, follow these guidelines:

Tinctures

Tinctures are the colors, metals, and furs used in heraldic designs. They are categorized 

as follows:
Metals:

Or: Gold or yellow
Argent: Silver or white

Colors:
Gules: Red
Azure: Blue
Vert: Green
Sable: Black
Purpure: Purple

Furs:
Ermine: White field with black spots
Vair: Alternating blue and white bell-shaped figures

These tinctures follow specific rules to ensure contrast and visibility, known as the 

"rule of tincture," which advises against placing a color on a color or a metal on a 
metal.

Or = gold

Argent = silver (usually depicted as white)

Sable = black

Azure = blue
Gules = red

Vert = green

In order to avoid confusion colours and

metals are usually given capital letters(e.g.,

Sable, Or)

Basic rule - no metal on a metal, no colours on 

a colour.



Contrast: Avoid placing a color on another color or a metal on another metal. For
example, place a metal (Or Argent) on a color (Gules, Azure, etc.) and vice versa.
Exceptions: Furs can often be placed on both metals and colors due to their mixed 

tinctures.



Ermine: White field with 

black spots

Pean: Black field with gold 

spots

Potent: Alternating "T" shapes in blue and 

white

Vair: Alternating blue and 

white bell-shaped figures

Counter-Ermine: Black field 

with white spots

Ermine Spots

Furs

Furs are patterned tinctures that add variety and texture to heraldic designs

Erminois: Gold field with 

black spots

Vair Ancien: An alternative 

arrangement of Vair



Shield (Escutcheon)

The shield is the central element of a coat of arms, bearing the primary symbols and 

designs. Its surface is referred to as the field, which can be a single color or divided into 
multiple sections. note that it’s not that important the shapes of the shields, unless 

specified in the blazon. 
the field refers to the background or surface of the shield (or escutcheon) upon which 

all other elements—such as ordinaries, charges, and other designs—are placed. It is one 
of the most foundational elements of a coat of arms and plays a crucial role in defining 

the overall appearance and symbolism of the design.

Key Aspects of the Field

1. Tinctures (Colors, Metals, and Furs)
The field is typically colored using one of the heraldic tinctures, which
fall into three main categories:

Metals: Or (gold/yellow) and Argent (silver/white).
Colors: Gules (red), Azure (blue), Vert (green), Sable (black), Purpure 
(purple).

Furs: Patterns like Ermine, Ermines, Vair, and Counter-vair.
The rule of tincture applies to the field: a color should not be placed on
another color, and a metal should not be placed on another metal, to
ensure visibility.

2. Field Divisions
The field can be divided into multiple sections, each filled with a different
tincture or pattern. Common types of divisions include:

Party Per Pale: Divided vertically into two equal halves.
Party Per Fess: Divided horizontally into two equal halves.
Quarterly: Divided into four sections.
Gyronny: Divided into multiple triangular sections radiating from the 
center.

These divisions can be simple or complex, and each division contributes to 

the overall symbolism of the coat of arms.
3. Complex Patterns

The field can include intricate patterns such as:
Checky: A checkerboard pattern.
Lozengy: Diamond-shaped patterns.
Bendy: Diagonal stripes.
Barry: Horizontal stripes.

These patterns often represent specific meanings or associations, such as 
familial connections or geographical origins.

4. Field as a Canvas for Ordinaries and Charges
The field serves as the "canvas" for placing:

Ordinaries: Geometric shapes like a bend, fess, or cross.
Charges: Symbols, animals, or objects that convey specific meanings.



Importance of the Field

The field is the foundation of the coat of arms, setting the stage for the design's overall 

composition and message. By choosing appropriate tinctures, patterns, and divisions, 
heraldic designers ensure that the arms are both visually striking and rich in meaning.

The contrast between the field and these elements is essential for clarity
and adherence to heraldic rules.

5. Symbolism of the Field
The tinctures and patterns of the field often carry symbolic meanings:

Colors: Each color represents qualities (e.g., Azure symbolizes loyalty, 
Gules symbolizes courage).
Patterns and Divisions: These can indicate alliances, family 
connections, or territorial claims.



Ordinaries

Ordinaries are simple geometric shapes or lines used in heraldry, forming some of the 

most fundamental and recognizable elements of a coat of arms. They are placed on the 

shield's field and often serve as the main design element. The simplest and most commo
shapes on a shield are simple geometric designs. They have Specific names.

A horizontal band occupying the top third of the shield.
Represents authority and achievement.

2. Fess
A horizontal band across the middle of the shield.

Symbolizes strength and stability.
3. Pale

A vertical band running down the center of the shield.
Indicates military strength or loyalty.

4. Bend
A diagonal stripe from the top left (dexter chief) to the bottom right (sinister 

base).
Represents protection or defense.

5. Bend Sinister
A diagonal stripe from the top right (sinister chief) to the bottom left (dexter 

base).
Often symbolizes bastardy in traditional heraldry.

6. Chevron
A V-shaped band resembling the gable of a roof.

Denotes protection, particularly of a builder or one who has accomplished great 
works.

7. Cross
A large cross spanning the entire field.

Symbolizes faith and the Christian religion.

8. Saltire
A diagonal cross, like an X.

Often associated with Saint Andrew or Scotland.

Primary Ordinaries

These are the most significant and basic geometric shapes in heraldry:

1. Chief

THE ORDINARIES





Secondary Ordinaries

Smaller and more decorative than primary ordinaries:

1. Bar
A thinner version of the fess, usually seen in pairs or groups.

Represents unity and community.
2. Pallet

A thinner version of the pale, often used in pairs.
Indicates uprightness and resolve.

3. Baton
A shortened and narrow bend, often used as a mark of cadency to signify 

illegitimacy.
4. Orle

A narrow band following the shape of the shield, positioned near the edge.
Represents protection or guardianship.

5. Bordure
A border around the entire shield.

Often used to denote cadency or difference within a family.
6. Canton

A square positioned in the top corner of the shield.
Symbolizes honor or alliance.

7. Gyron
A triangular shape occupying one-eighth of the shield, often used in 

multiples.
Represents a portion or division of the field.



Sub-Ordinaries

Smaller shapes or divisions that are more decorative or supplementary:

1. Tressure
A thin border, often double, encircling a central charge.

Indicates preservation or protection.
2. Lozenge

A diamond shape, often associated with women in heraldry.
Symbolizes honesty and constancy.

3. Flaunches
Curved sections on each side of the shield, leaving the central area 

untouched.
Represents unity or teamwork.

4. Fret
A pattern of interlaced bands forming a net-like design.

Symbolizes perseverance or resourcefulness.
5. Pile

A triangular shape pointing downward from the chief.
Represents building or foundational strength.



Pale: A vertical band down 

the center.

Bend: A diagonal band from

the top left to bottom 

right.

Chevron: An inverted 'V' shape.

Pile: A triangle pointing downward from 

the top.

Fess: A horizontal band 

across the middle.

Bend Sinister: A diagonal

band from the top right to 

bottom left.

Pall: 'Y'-shaped figure.

Central Ordinaries
These are primary geometric shapes that occupy the central area of the shield:

Fret: Interlaced bands forming a grid.

Saltire: A diagonal cross (X-

shaped)

Cross: Intersects the shield

both vertically and 

horizontally.



Nowy: An ordinary with a rounded

projection, often in the center. (ex. cross 

nowy)

Couped: An ordinary that does not extend

to the edges of the shield. (ex. pale couped)

Fimbriated: An ordinary outlined with a 

contrasting thin line. (ex. pale fimbriated.) 

Variations on Ordinaries

These modifications add complexity to ordinaries:

Enarched: An ordinary with a curved 

(arched) appearance. (ex. cheif enarched)

Fracted/Bevilled: Ordinaries that are

broken or have angular interruptions. (ex. 

pale offset)

Cotised: An ordinary flanked by narrower

stripes (cotises) on each side. (ex. chevron 

cotised.) 

Diminutives: Smaller versions of ordinaries,

Diminuitives are multiples of the same

ordinary on a device, drawn smaller than 
the single ordinaries. Two or three 

instances of a diminuitive are common. 

More are possible, generally, but consider 

using a Field Division instead. 



Chief: A band occupying the top third.

Gyron: A triangular shape from the edge 

to the center.

Quarter: A square occupying the top left 

c orner.

Bordure: A border surrounding the shield.

Peripheral Ordinaries

These border the edges of the shield:

Orle: A narrow band inside the edge, 

parallel to the shield's outline.

Base: A band occupying the bottom part.

Canton: A smaller square in the top left 

c orner.

flaunches: Curved shapes on each side of 

the shield.



Complex Lines of Ordinaries and diminutives

Ordinaries can have decorative edges or divisions, such as:

Engrailed: Series of curved indentations.

Indented: A zigzag pattern.
Wavy: Resembling waves, symbolizing water or calm.
Dovetailed: Shaped like interlocking joints.

In heraldry, diminutives are smaller or narrower versions of the primary ordinaries.
They are often used in groups or combinations to add complexity and balance to the
design while still retaining the essence of the original ordinary. 

Smaller versions of ordinaries, Diminuitives are multiples of the same ordinary on a

device, drawn smaller than the single ordinaries. Two or three instances of a diminuitive 

are common. More are possible, generally, but consider using a Field Division instead. 

Field divisions and field treatments are related but distinct concepts in heraldry. Both 

concern the background (field) of the shield, but they differ in purpose and execution. 

Patterns are often made from Diminutives 



Wavy (Undy): A line that

appears wave-like,

representing water. (per 

ffess wavy)

Invected: A line with small,

semicircular indentations 

outward. (ex. Chief invected)

Embattled: A line resembling

battlements of a castle. (ex. 

per fess embattled)

Raguly: A line with rough,

jagged projections, 

resembling tree branches.

Nebuly: A line with a series

of convex and concave

curves, resembling clouds. 

(ex. Per fess Nebuly)

Dovetailed: A line with

interlocking wedge shapes,

similar to woodworking 

joints.

Engrailed: A line with small,

semicircular indentations 

inward. (ex. chief engrailed)

Indented: A zigzag line with Dancetty: A zigzag line with

larger, less frequent

indentations. (ex. Pale 
deep, regular points.

Dancetty)

Complex Lines

Complex lines add decorative edges to divisions and ordinaries, enhancing the visual

appeal: These lines can be applied to both field divisions and ordinaries to convey specific 

meanings or aesthetic qualities.



Field Divisions

Field divisions refer to the splitting of the shield into distinct sections, each
typically filled with a different tincture (color, metal, or fur). The purpose of

divisions is often symbolic, representing alliances, family connections, or other 

relationships.

Definition: These divide the background (field) of the shield into distinct sections,
each of which can be filled with different tinctures (colors, metals, or patterns).
Field Divisions always divide the field into equal parts. If it looks like a field division 
but the parts are unequal, you are probably looking at a Peripheral Ordinary.

In SCA Core Style, divisions of two parts can have high or low contrast, as can quarterly 

and per saltire. Other field divisions MUST have high contrast, which means alternating 
sections must be metal and colour. Other than per pall, all field divisions use only two 

tinctures, and must have an equal number of parts of each tincture. Per pall field 
divisions use three tinctures, either two colours and a metal, or two metals and a 

colour. Note on Nomenclature "Per" means "by" as in "divided by". (The full phrase is 
"Parted per") Most field divisions are named after the ordinary that has the same shape as 

that field division.

Divided Field (Layout and Sections Created)

Example: Field Per Pale Argent and Gules
This describes a shield that is divided vertically into two sections (per pale), with 
one half being silver/white (argent) and the other red (gules).
The focus is on the arrangement of sections and their tinctures (colors).

Purpose: They create visual variety or signify a union between families, historical 
connections, or other symbolic meanings. Field divisions affect the shield's 
background, determining the arrangement and tinctures of its sections.

Examples:
Per Pale: Vertical split.
Per Fess: Horizontal split.
Quarterly: Split into four quadrants.
Gyronny: Radiating triangular divisions.

https://webaffair.net/sca/heraldry/Peripheral.html
https://webaffair.net/sca/heraldry/Peripheral.html
https://webaffair.net/sca/heraldry/Contrast.html
https://webaffair.net/sca/heraldry/Contrast.html
https://webaffair.net/sca/heraldry/Contrast.html




Quarterly: Divides the field into four 

equal sections.

Per Chevron: Divides the field into an 

inverted 'V' shape.

Per Pale: Divides the field vertically into 

two equal parts.

Per Bend: Divides the field diagonally from 

the top left to the bottom right.

Per Bend Sinister: Divides the field

diagonally from the top right to the 

bottom left.

Field Divisions

Field divisions partition the shield into multiple sections, each with its own tincture 

(color or metal). Common divisions include:

Gyronny: Divides the field into multiple

triangular sections radiating from the 

center.

Per Saltire: Divides the field diagonally in 

both directions, forming an 'X'.

Per Fess: Divides the field horizontally into 

two equal parts.



Line of Division

a line of division and a divided field (or field division) are not the same, although they 

are closely related concepts in heraldry. Here's how they differ:

A line of division refers to the specific type of line used to separate sections of a field 

when it is divided, The line itself can be plain (straight) or decorated with various 
patterns that add meaning and visual interest. Lines of Division - may be applied to any 

line or used with field divisions, ordinaries, or charges. 

Line of Division (Style of Separation)

Example: Per Pale Engrailed
This refers to a shield divided vertically (per pale) with a scalloped (engrailed) 

line.
The focus is on the style of the dividing line—in this case, the engrailed pattern.

A line of division is the method used to create a divided field or enhance an 
ordinary.

For example:
A chevron engrailed features a V-shaped ordinary with inwardly scalloped edges, 

A chief embattled includes a horizontal band at the top of the shield styled with 
castle-like battlements.

In summary, a line of division describes the style of separation, while a divided field 
refers to the layout and sections created by using such lines.

positions of the field follow the same logic as divisions of the field.

How They Work Together



Charge Division

Field Treatments

A cross that is divided into two tinctures (e.g., per pale).
A lozenge with a diagonal split into two colors.
A roundel (circle) divided quarterly.

Use: Charge divisions are applied to individual elements or symbols on the 

shield, not the background.

Definition: These divide the charges (symbols or objects) placed on the shield

into multiple tinctures or sections.

Purpose: To add complexity or symbolism to a specific charge while maintaining 

its recognizability. Charge divisions affect the individual symbols or charges 

placed on the shield, altering their appearance and meaning.

The primary difference between field divisions and charge divisions lies in their

placement and purpose within a coat of arms: No, a charge division and a line of division
are not the same, though they are related concepts in heraldry. Here’s how they differ.

A charge division occurs when a heraldic charge (a symbol or object placed on the 

shield) is split into sections by a line, often mimicking a field division. The purpose is to 
create a visual connection between the charge and the underlying field or to emphasize 

the symbolism of the charge itself.

Field treatments refer to textures or patterns applied to a single field or division. These 

patterns are typically derived from heraldic furs or specific geometric arrangements,

and they do not divide the shield into sections.

Field Treatments
These are repetitive patterns used as backgrounds:



Masoned: Resembling a brick 

or stone wall

Scaly: Overlapping scales Pappelony: Overlapping 

semicircles



Marshalling - putting Arms together

all Arms are individual to a person. However, everyone of the same surname will usually 

have Arms based on similar"undifferenced" Arms (usually those of the Chief)

Mr. Barr (Gules, a fess Or)meets Ms. 

Cross (Argent, a cross Azure)

in which case Mr. Barr adds hers as an escutcheon of

pretense to show he is carrying the arms for the benefit 

of the grandchildren of his wife’s father. 

They marry, become the Cross-Barrs,

and their Arms are impaled(put side 

by side)

...unless Ms. Barr is an Armigerous 

Heiress (inherits her father's Arms), 

and their children bear quartered Arms: Quarterly: 1st

and 4th Gules, a fess Or; 2nd and 3rd Argent, a cross

Azure. Note that the male name (Barr) comes last, and

the paternal Arms go in the 1st and 4th quarters. This 

can be read like a visual Family Tree



Here is a good example of this in practice -

the Arms (here in the form of a banner) of 

Richard Walter John Montagu Douglas Scott, 

10th Duke of Buccleuch and 12th Duke of 

Queensberry KBE, DL

They show the senior patrilineal descendant of Sir

James Scott, 1st Duke of Monmouth, eldest

illegitimate son of Charles II and Lucy Walter, 

who married Anne Scott, 4th Countess of 

Buccleuch. he took her surname, and the Scott 

Arms appear an an escutcheon of pretence



if there is an animal in the Arms, it is necessary to say

what it is doing - and different classes of "beasts" have 

their own vocabularies

ATTITUDES OF BEASTS

COMMON CHARGES

"charge" is anything on the shield - which could be a

geometric shape, as above, an animal, an inanimate object

etc. here are some examples. There are many forms of 

cross, as well

“armed" = claws, "langued" = tongue, "gardant" = facing

forward, "regardant" = facing backward, "dormant" =

sleeping, "passant" = walking, "Proper" = the colour in 

nature."attired" = stag's antlers, "displayed" = wings out, 

"urvant" = head elevated, "erased" = as if torn off, "couped"

= as if cut off, "vulning" is particular to pelicans and 

means drawing blood to feed her chicks, "naiant" =

swimming, "volant" = flying, "gorged" = collar around the

neck



Orientation and Arrangement in Heraldry

Design Principles for Heraldic Charges

To effectively design a coat of arms, understanding the orientation and 
arrangement of charges is essential. Here’s a cohesive list based on the concepts 
from the page:

1. 1. Orientation of Charges
2. Standard Orientation:

a. Charges are oriented in their default, natural position unless otherwise 
specified.
i. Example: A lion is upright (rampant), a cross is upright, and a sword 

points upward.
3. Specific Orientations:

a. Counterchanged: Alternates colors when placed on divided fields.
b. Inverted: Turned upside-down (e.g., a sword with the blade pointing 

downward).
c. Guardant: Looking forward or toward the viewer (applies to animals).
d. Passant: Walking with one paw raised (common for lions or beasts).
e. Displayed: Wings spread open (used for birds like eagles).
f. Reversed: Turned to face the opposite direction (to the left or sinister).

4. 2. Arrangement of Multiple Charges
5. Even Spacing:

a. When multiple charges appear, they are evenly spaced across the field 
unless otherwise stated.

6. Common Patterns:
a. In Pale: Vertically aligned.
b. In Fess: Horizontally aligned.
c. In Bend: Aligned diagonally from top left to bottom right.
d. In Chevron: Aligned in a V-shape.
e. In Cross: Arranged in a cross pattern.
f. In Saltire: Arranged in an X-shape.

7. Semé (Sprinkled):
a. The field is covered with numerous identical charges, evenly distributed.

i. Example: Semé-de-lis (scattered fleurs-de-lis).
8. 3. Grouped Arrangements
9. In Groups:

a. Charges can be arranged in smaller, organized clusters.
i. Example: Three stars grouped in a triangle.

10. Stacked or Tiered:
a. Charges are stacked vertically or arranged in multiple rows.

i. Example: Three lions stacked in pale.
11. Unusual Arrangements:

a. Can include patterns like circles, spirals, or other creative placements, as 
long as they are blazoned clearly.

12. 4. Orientation of Inanimate Charges



13. Objects like Swords or Keys:
a. Positioned upright by default unless otherwise specified.

i. Examples:
1. Swords in saltire: Two swords crossed in an X-shape.
2. Keys palewise: Keys pointing upward.

14. Tools and Weapons:
a. Must be described precisely, including the direction of points, handles, or 

blades.
15. 5. Combining Orientation and Arrangement
16. The orientation of individual charges and their arrangement relative to 

each other should complement the overall composition. For example:
a. Three Chevronels Interlaced: Multiple chevrons overlapping in a specific 

arrangement.
b. Two Lions Passant in Pale: Two lions walking, one above the other.



palewise

fesswise reversed

bendwise inverted

bendwise

palewise inverted

bendwise sinister 
inverted

chevronwise inverted

fesswise

chevronwise

bendwise sinister

Orientation of Charges

Standard Orientation:

Charges are oriented in their default, natural position unless otherwise specified.



Orientation of Animate Charges

Arrangements That Describe Orientation of Inanimate Charges

cross of

fretted in triangle

Default

(equivalent to Palewise)

Sheaf of

crossed in saltire

Contourne

(equivalent to Reversed)

Animate charges can sometimes, depending on the posture and animal in question, also

be bendwise or bendwise sinister. For example, if placed on an ordinary, all charges

follow the orientation of the ordinary by default. They can NOT be inverted, except as 

part of an arrangement that forces it (e.g. in annulo, fretted in triangle).



Arrangements That Describe Orientation of Animate Charges

addorsed

in annulo (sfpp)

In Pall, Tips to Center

in pall, heads to center combattant

fretted in triangle

In Annulo, points to center

In Pall Inverted, Hilts to Center



regardant

c ounter-passant

addorsed

c ounter-naiant



Default Arrangements on a Divided Field

Arrangements That Do NOT Describe Orientation
These arrangemnts can be used by both animate and innanimate charges. If the charges in

these arrangements are not in their default orientations, the orientation must be

specified. For inanimate charges, or animate charges tergient, these arrangements can be 

modified to describe orientation with the addition of "<distingishing feature> to center" 
or "<distingishing feature> to the outside", if such descriptions result in an unambiguous 

2 and 1

in pale

in saltire

in chevron

in pall inverted

in fess

1 and 2

in bend

annulet of

in chevron inverted in pall

orle of

in cross

2, 2 and 1

in bend sinister

description of the image.

When there are an even number of charges on a field divided into two parts, half
the charges are on either side of the dividing line by default. If there are the same

number of charges as portions of the field, each charge goes on one section. If 
there are three charges on any field they are arranged 2 and 1, except on a field 



divided per chevron inverted or per pall, in which case they are arranged 1 and 2.
All other arrangements must be explicitly blazoned, unless the arrangement is 

forced due to contrast (field and charge cannot be the same tincture).



Postures
This section goes over the standard postures of various creatures following heradlic rules.

there are no limits to the kind of creature you want to use, these are just examples.

Quadrupeds (General)

salient

statant

passant

rampant

salient guardant

statant guardant

passant guardant

rampant guardant

salient reguardant

statant reguardant

passant reguardant

rampant reguardant





sejant

c ourant

c ouchant

sejant erect

sejant guardant

courant guardant

couchant guardant

sejant erect guardant

sejant reguardant

courant reguardant

couchant reguardant

sejant erect reguardant



Deer

Trippant

rampant

Springing

Trippant guardant

rampant guardant

Springing Guardant

Trippant Reguardant

rampant reguardant

Springing Reguardant



Statant

c ourant

Lodged

At Gaze

courant guardant

Statant Reguardant

courant reguardant



Birds

Rising

Close

Striking

Close Guardant

Rousant

Preying Upon

Close Affronte

Naiant (waterfowl only)



Volant

Stooping

Eagle Displayed

peacock in his pride

Pelican vulning herself

Migrant

Pelican in her piety

hummingbird hovering

Crane in his vigilance

Volant Wings Addorsed



Winged Monsters
Segreant is simply shorthand for "rampant, wings addorsed and elevated". Any winged monster

may also be blazoned in an appropriate posture for the base animal, with the additional

description for the wing position. Dragons and wyverns use predator postures, and additionally

may be blazoned Displayed, as an SFPP.

displayed and elevated

addorsed and elevated

sergeant

displayed and inverted

addorsed and inverted



Serpents

Involved

Glissant

Nowed

Ondoyant (equivalent to 

glissant for conflict)
Erect

in annulo

Cross of Four Serpents Entwined



Roundel: A solid circle.

Lozenge: A diamond shape.

Escutcheon: A small shield shape.

Mullet: A star, typically with five points.

Geometric Charges

These are simple shapes used as symbols:

Billet: A small rectangle.

Annulet: A ring or open circle.

compass star: star, with eight points.

Mascle: A lozenge with a voided (hollow) 

center.



HELM, CREST, TORSE & MANTLING

The Helm indicates rank

Baronets and Knights - affronty (facing 
forward) with an open visor.

Sovereign - burnished gold, affronty, i.e.
face-on, with six bars, or grilles, and lined 

with crimson.

Esquires and private gentlemen - a barrel
helmet of steel, in profile, with the visor 

or beaver closed

Noble (Peer) - silver or polished steel, with
gold bars or grilles, and lined with 

crimson



Normally the Crest rests on a Wreath or Torse 

(main colours of the shield.)

the Torse is Azure and Or Likewise the Mantling,

which hangs from the Torse, is Azure doubled Or 

("doubled" meaning the inside color)

 

The rank of a Peer is shown by the Coronet



THE CRESTS

The Crest sits atop the Helm, and started as a way of identifying knights and nobles in battle or at a 

jousting tournament. Typically, it repeats an element of the Arms, or refers to a family story.

Durie beveridge wallace



Ecclesiastical heraldry

Ecclesiastical heraldry involves the use of heraldic symbols by Christian clergy, 

dioceses, and institutions. It incorporates unique elements that signify ecclesiastical 
rank and office. When designing a coat of arms with ecclesiastical themes, consider the 

following components:
1. Shield

Personal Design: Clergy members often have personal coats of arms, which may 

include symbols representing their spiritual journey, patron saints, or theological 
virtues.
Marshalling: Combining personal arms with those of a diocese or religious order to 
signify unity or authority.

2. External Ornaments

Ecclesiastical Hat (Galero): A wide-brimmed hat whose color and the number of 

tassels indicate rank:
Priests: Black hat with one tassel on each side.
Bishops: Green hat with six tassels on each side.
Archbishops: Green hat with ten tassels on each side.
Cardinals: Red hat with fifteen tassels on each side.

Cross: A processional cross placed behind the shield, varying by rank:
Bishops: Single-barred cross.
Archbishops: Double-barred (patriarchal) cross.

Mitre and Crosier: Often depicted above or behind the shield, symbolizing episcopal 
authority.
Mantle: A cloak draped around the shield, sometimes used in ecclesiastical heraldry, 
particularly in Eastern traditions.
Motto: A phrase expressing the bearer’s spiritual ideals, typically displayed on a 
scroll beneath the shield.

3. Papal Insignia

Papal Tiara: Traditionally used above the papal coat of arms, though recent popes 
have opted for a mitre.
Keys of Saint Peter: A gold and a silver key crossed behind the shield, representing the 
keys to Heaven.
Umbraculum: A canopy or umbrella symbolizing the temporal powers of the papacy.

4. Differences from Secular Heraldry

Absence of Helmets and Crests: Ecclesiastical heraldry typically omits helmets and 
crests, focusing instead on the galero and other ecclesiastical insignia.
Use of Specific Symbols: Inclusion of religious symbols such as crosses, biblical 
references, and saints to reflect spiritual commitments.
Simplified Design: Often features a more restrained aesthetic compared to secular 
heraldry, emphasizing spiritual over martial themes.




