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Introduction
King Richard II was keenly interested in heraldry and there are various examples of his  personal 
influence on heraldic practice. In 1399 he was deposed by his cousin Henry of  Lancaster. The his-
torians of the new regime portrayed Richard II as a despot, and sought to make contrast with the 
many virtues of the new monarch, Henry IV. Since Richard II had sought to influence heraldry, 
so Henry IV made it his policy not to personally intervene, except in the deliberate abandonment 
of innovations that stemmed from his predecessor. The composition of the higher nobility was 
virtually unchanged, yet despite this numerous  changes in their arms took place. The transition 
has been studied by comparing Willement’s roll of arms, from late in the reign of Richard II, with 
the armorial in stone of the great cloister of Canterbury Cathedral, constructed during the reign 
of Henry IV.1 The influence of Henry IV is notably absent in Canterbury, something which would 
have been inconceivable in Richard’s reign. These changes will be set in the context of an evolu-
tion in the practice of the law of arms which transcended the two reigns. 

Background – King Richard II and heraldry
The year was 1399, roughly the mid-point of the Hundred Years War between England and 
France, and a seismic event took place which changed the face of England and would lead to 
decades of civil war culminating in the “Wars of the Roses”. King Richard II was toppled from 
his throne and within six months was murdered at Pontefract castle. The man who deposed 
him was his cousin, Henry of Lancaster. The historians of the new regime portrayed  Richard 
II as a despot, and sought to make contrast with the many virtues of the new monarch, Hen-
ry IV. His administration went to extraordinary lengths to rewrite history.2 The seeds of Rich-
ard’s destruction were actually sown quite early in his reign when he made it known that he 
wanted to make a lasting peace with France. In 1383 two of his uncles were sent as ambassa-
dors, one of whom, Thomas of Woodstock, deliberately undermined the negotiations.3 For the 
nobility of England war with France was a source of both wealth and prestige, and a lasting 
peace with France was completely out of the question. It was believed that the king’s friends, 
in particular his tutor Sir Simon Burley, had put foolish ideas into his head, but that as the 
son and grandson of two great warriors he could be made to see sense if these pacific advisers 
could be removed. In 1387 the “War party” triumphed, Burley and other close friends of the 
king were either executed or exiled, and the conspirators, who included Henry of  Bolingbroke,  

1 A new study of the cloister is work in progress and will be published in due course. For the numbering system 
see Messenger, A.W.B.: The Heraldry of Canterbury Cathedral vol 1, Canterbury 1947. For Willement’s Roll see 
Willement, Thomas: A Roll of Arms of the reign of Richard the second, London 1834.

2 Nuttall, Jenni: The creation of Lancastrian kingship, Cambridge 2007.
3 Jones, Terry: Was Richard II a tyrant? In: 14th Century England vol 5, Nigel Saul (ed.), Woodbridge 2008, p. 130–160.
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holding the king captive in the Tower of London, seriously considered deposing him. They chose 
instead to impose a new administration which would leave the king no option but to follow their 
own policies.

Gradually, Richard II took back control of the reins of power. His marriage in 1396 to Isabella 
of France, the child daughter of Charles VI, must have been a source of deep concern to the War 
Party, even more so when it was followed by a 27 year peace treaty. The king greatly feared that 
the events of 1387 would be repeated, and the only way for him to be secure was to neutralise the 
War Party once and for all. In 1397 his three principal opponents were arrested along with many 
of their associates and brought before parliament accused of treason. The king’s uncle Thomas of 
Woodstock was so greatly feared that he was murdered even before his trial. It was not politic for 
the king to remove Henry of Lancaster at this point because Henry’s father John of Gaunt as Mar-
shall of England was needed to bring the charges of treason. Richard intrigued to play off against 
each other the two remaining nobles who had conspired against him in 1387, Thomas Mowbray 
and Henry of Lancaster. This scheme was highly successful in securing the exile of both. Follow-
ing the death of John of Gaunt in 1398 the king appropriated his estates and declared Henry of 
Bolingbroke exiled for life, rather than for 10 years as originally agreed as a sop to his father.

Richard made the huge mistake of assuming that the House of Lancaster had been neutralised 
when he crossed the sea for a military campaign in Ireland in 1399. It was a miscalculation which 
cost him his life.

This background is essential for the adequate understanding of the heraldic developments 
of the period. It is clear that one of Richard II’s great passions from boyhood was heraldry, and 
he devised novel ways of using it to further his own political agenda. From his youth he would 
certainly have been given armorial rolls and ordinaries to study. Such reference sources mattered 
because the king was the ultimate point of appeal when disputes arose over the right to bear arms, 
and such disputes were frequent in the fourteenth century, when the allocation of arms remained 
chaotic and haphazard because there was no central point of reference. 

The process for adoption of arms by knights and esquires almost certainly involved consulta-
tion with the feudal overlord to try and ensure that the arms proposed were unique. When a man 
was knighted the nobleman responsible would have been expected to know whether or not the 
arms were already extant. It is clear from surviving cases in the court of chivalry that all members 
of the upper classes were routinely familiar with the arms of others. The limitations of personal 
knowledge led to quite frequent errors, such that whenever knights came together on military 
campaign there were many disputes between knights who arrived bearing the same arms.4 In 
most cases good sense prevailed and one or both parties agreed to change their arms. No doubt 
social precedence played a part, in that knights would be expected to defer to higher noblemen. 
If both parties were stubborn then the cost of the dispute could be high. 

The Scrope-Grosvenor dispute
Politics played a role in the Scrope-Grosvenor heraldic dispute because the case was originally 
decided on 12th May 1389 by Thomas of Woodstock in his capacity as constable of England.5 The 
king’s uncle here acted in concert with the earls of Devon and Warwick, the triumvirate which 
had up until that point been in the ascendant as the leaders of the War Party. The decision was 
made very shortly after the king declared his majority, and so the loser in the dispute decided to 
chance his luck by making a direct appeal to the crown. Richard II responded by appointing some 

4  Ayton, Andrew: Knights, esquires and military service: the evidence of the armorial cases before the Court of 
Chivalry, chapter 4. In: The medieval military revolution, Andrew Ayton and J. L. Price (eds.), London 1998.

5  The herald and genealogist 1863; 1: 394.
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of his own favourites to re-examine the case. The king went on to overturn his uncle’s decision to 
allow Sir Robert Grosvenor to continue to use the disputed arms, azure a bend or, with a border 
argent for difference. He stated that the border was an insufficient difference, being more suitable 
for cousins, and forbad Grosvenor from using the arms ever again. The case demonstrates the 
king’s good heraldic sense, but might have been influenced by favouritism, one of his principal 
retainers being a member of the Scrope family.

The king’s half-brothers
The crown’s role in dispensing arms was with a few exceptions confined to the higher nobility. 
It seems that Richard II exerted his own powerful influence in this sphere from very early in his 
reign. His earliest discernable heraldic decision was made in 1381 when he was 14 years old. In 
this year that he allowed his two half-brothers Thomas and John Holand to use the three lions of 
England duly differenced, based on the arms of their maternal grandfather Edmund Plantagenet, 
earl of Kent.6 Edmund’s arms gules three lions passant guardant in pale or with a border argent 
(Fig. 1) were granted to Thomas at the same time that he was created earl of Kent. The younger 
half-brother John received the same but with a border of France (Fig. 2), identical to the arms 
previously borne by John of Eltham, earl of Cornwall (d.1336) the brother of King Edward III.7 
These arms were cleverly devised because Sir Thomas Holand KG (d.1360) the father of Thomas 
and John also bore the lis on an azure field, his arms being azure semy de lis a lion rampant ar-
gent (Fig. 3). Having granted his brother John Holand the arms of the deceased earl of Cornwall, 
Richard proceeded to provide him with a territorial base in the south west of England, and in 
1389 he gave him the constableship of Tintagel castle which John of Eltham built. Tintagel was 
believed to have been the birthplace of King Arthur, and the earl of Cornwall built a castle there 
in a place of no strategic importance because of a passion for Arthuriana which he shared with 
his brother. It is distinctly plausible that the youthful Richard II and John Holand shared the same 
preoccupations. Holand was noted by Froissart for his chivalric deeds on the tournament fields of 
Calais and Smithfield in 1390.8 

6  Complete Peerage vol 7, p. 154–156; Dictionary of British Arms, Medieval Ordinary (hereafter DBA) vol 1, p. 306.
7  He was using the arms by 1380–1381, Birch BM: Seals no 10,758.
8  Stansfield M. M. N.: John Holland, first earl of Huntingdon and duke of Exeter (c.1352–1400), Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, Oxford University Press 2004.

Fig. 2. John Plantagenet 
and later John Holand

Fig. 1. Edmund Plantagenet 
and later Thomas Holand

Fig. 3. Sir Thomas Holand KG
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The king’s favourite
Another early grantee of arms by Richard was Thomas Mowbray (d.1399), a childhood friend of 
the king who was very close to him in age. Richard showed him great favour, and he was permit-
ted to quarter his ancestral arms of Mowbray, gules a lion rampant argent, with the lions of Eng-
land, but with the singular privilege of having England in the first quarter. The England quarters 
were each differenced with a label of three points argent, these being the arms of Thomas’ mater-
nal great grandfather Thomas Plantagenet, earl of Norfolk, also known as Thomas of Brotherton, 
a son of King Edward I.9 The original version of his arms granted before 1383 when he was still a 
younger son carries a label azure on each of the quartered shields of Mowbray, and also an eagle 
displayed gules on each of the three label points of the arms of Brotherton (Fig. 4).10 This use of 
separate labels on each shield in a quartered coat is peculiar to the reign of Richard II and was 
probably devised by the king himself. The later norm was to have a single label over the whole 
shield.

On becoming the head of the family Mowbray dropped the label from the Mowbray quarters, 
and the eagles from the Brotherton quarters. He later augmented the Brotherton label to one of 
five points. The label of five points in this context may have been another one of Richard II’s in-
novations. It was perhaps adopted to distinguish the arms from those of Thomas of Brotherton. 
For whatever reason, Mowbray did not use this version of his arms consistently.11

Sir William Scrope
There is a second example on Willement’s roll of quartered arms with each quarter bearing a label 
for another of Richard II’s close friends, William le Scrope, earl of Wiltshire (d.1399). He bore the 
label gules on the arms of Scrope of Masham as the eldest son of Sir Richard lord Scrope of Bolton 
(d.1403), and was permitted to put the triskalion of the kingdom of Man in the first quarter of the 
arms, having purchased the lordship of the island in 1392. The arms of Man are quite unnecessar-
ily differenced with a label of three points azure (Fig. 5). It is impossible to know whether this was 
for aesthetic reasons to match the label of three points gules on the arms of Scrope, or whether 
the king as overall sovereign of Man wanted to demonstrate that the earl was subordinate to him.

St Edward the Confessor
King Richard’s particular devotion to St Edward led to some strange and short lived heraldic 
innovations. Firstly he impaled the arms of the Confessor on the dexter half of his own shield, 
presumably to signify some sort of spiritual union with his now long dead predecessor. This af-
fectation has been linked to his Irish expedition of 1394–5, but there is evidence that it began 
before the death of Queen Anne in 1394, in that there are known examples of her arms impaled 
with those of the Confessor.12 It is just possible that it went back as early in the reign as 1385, 
when for his Scottish campaign the king ordered 38 royal standards and 92 of St George, while his 
sergeant-at-arms Nicholas Adam later received an annuity for having carried “the king’s standard 

9  DBA vol 1, p. 298.
10 Willement’s Roll, op. cit.
11 He had a variety of seals. DBA vol 1, p. 117: In 1388 he sealed with the Mowbray lion, in 1391–2 he used the 

Mowbray lion with Brotherton plus a label of 5 points in the 2nd and 3rd quarters, and in 1396 (Birch 12,007) he 
used Brotherton with a label of three points. In the Canterbury cloister we find both versions represented.

12 Gillespie, James L.: Richard II: Chivalry and kingship. In: The age of Richard II, James L. Gillespie (ed.), Stroud 1997, 
p. 122. One such example was recorded in the glass of the church of St Olave’s in the Jewry, London; BL Lansdowne 
MS 874 f.87r.
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of St Edward” during the campaign.13 When in 1395 Richard II had a new personal signet made 
impaling his arms with the Confessor’s the seal was known as “the king’s seal of St Edward”.

In January 1386 Richard’s great favourite Robert de Vere, earl of Oxford, newly created Mar-
quess of Dublin, was granted the right “to bear in his shields, standards, coats of arms and other 
armour so long as he lives and has land and lordship in Ireland” the arms (of St Edmund) azure 
three crowns or, differenced with a border argent (Fig. 6).14 It is not specified in the letters patent 
whether this was to be by quartering or impalement. It is noteworthy that the previous year when 
Robert was granted the castle of Queenborough in Kent the king specified that anyone who at-
tempted anything against the grant would receive “the curse of God, St Edward and the king”.15 
Just supposing that the king himself was already impaling the arms of St Edward, why then would 
his favourite have been given the arms of St Edmund? There are a number of possible reasons: a 
wish to confer on Robert great honour by granting something unique, but at the same time remi-
niscent of the king’s own arms; a wish to invent a separate iconography for Ireland in which de 
Vere was to play a key role; and finally, Robert himself is likely to have had a personal devotion to 
St Edmund who was the predominant local saint at the centre of his landed estates in East Anglia.

At Westwell church in Kent there has survived in an upper window the arms of Richard II 
united with St Edward impaling those of his wife Anne of Bohemia. In the adjacent roundel St 
Edward’s arms impale those of St Edmund. This unique survival speaks of a personal benefaction 
by the king, and from his itinerary Richard II most probably visited the church in 1393 when 
he was making a progress through Kent. He stayed twice at Ospringe, on his way to and from 
Canterbury, and a small detour in either direction would have brought him to Westwell, which 
is nine miles from Ospringe.16 The panels have not received the attention that they deserve, and 
in the only published study St Edmund’s arms are attributed to St Edward’s wife Queen Edith, 

13  Gillespie, op. cit. and Cal Pat Rolls Richard II vol 4, p. 168.
14  Cal Pat Rolls Richard II vol 3, p. 78.
15  Cal Pat Rolls Richard II vol 2, p. 542.
16  Saul, Nigel: Richard II, London 1997, p. 472. He stayed one night at Ospringe in 1396 while hastening to take ship 

from Dover for France in order to marry Isabel of France. This seems a much less likely occasion for him to have 
placed his deceased wife’s arms at Westwell, but he might have occasioned a second visit to the church in order to see 
her arms there.

Fig. 4. Thomas Mowbray Fig. 5. William Scrope, 
earl of Wiltshire

Fig. 6 Robert de Vere 
impaling St Edmund
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daughter of earl Godwine.17 In view of the king’s devotion to St Edmund and the fact that azure 
three crowns or was well known to him as the arms of that saint, such an attribution cannot be 
correct. The impalement of the arms of Richard II’s two personal patron saints provides insight 
into what he meant when he impaled his own arms with those of the Confessor. From the four-
teenth century there are recorded a number of examples of two knights impaling arms to signify 
blood brotherhood. In the case of two saints the intention can only be to imply spiritual union.

A number of close associates of the king who shared his descent from Henry III were given 
permission to impale their arms with those of the Confessor, but the saint’s arms were differenced 
to avoid confusion with the monarch’s personal arms. Richard II was creating an inner clique, a 
brotherhood of young noblemen of royal blood with whom he had grown up. A shared heraldic 
device was invented by the king which he hoped would bind them yet closer together in a richly 
symbolic, spiritual union (Fig. 7). The first tangible evidence of this brotherhood is in March 1396 
when Edward of York, earl of Rutland, attached his seal to a treaty with the French which settled 
the marriage to the French princess. Edward was then admiral of England, and earl of Cork, hav-
ing been given the latter title by January 1395 when he perhaps ordered his new seal.18 On it the 
ship’s sail bears the Confessor’s arms differenced with a label of three points, impaling Rutland’s 

17  Griffin, Ralph: The arms of Richard II as shown in the windows of Westwell and Wateringbury. Archaeologia 
Cantiana 1935; 47: 170–176.

18  Complete Peerage, vol 12b, p. 900 and footnotes.

Fig. 7. Saintly impalements. Top row: Robert de Vere, Richard II, Westwell church-
St Edward impaling St Edmund. Centre row: Edward of York, Thomas Holand, 
Henry of Lancaster. Bottom row: John Holand, Thomas Mowbray, Henry Beaufort

1397 1398-9

1386 1393 1385 ? 1393

1396 13971395 ?
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personal arms: the royal arms of England with a label of five points.19 From Willement’s roll the 
label is party per pale dexter, a label of three points argent each point charged with three torteaux, 
and sinister, a label of two points gules each point charged with three castles or.20 Thus on the 
sinister side there is a rather unsatisfactory occurrence of gules on gules.

Two other men who from their seals were also granted the Confessor’s arms with a label of 
three points were John Holand, earl of Huntingdon, the king’s half-brother, and Henry of Boling-
broke, the king’s cousin. Both seals were made after 1397 when they were made dukes, and the 
record survives of Henry ordering from his goldsmith “a silver seal with the arms of St Edward, 
England and Hereford, and the name duke of Hereford” in 1397.21 No seal survives for Thomas 
Mowbray, the earl marshal, impaling St Edward, but it is recorded that he too was granted the 
honour.22 It was not stated how the saint’s arms were differenced by Mowbray, but his descendant 
Henry Howard, earl of Surrey, impaled his arms with the arms of Edward the Confessor differ-
enced with a label of three points argent.23 It is a reasonable assumption that he did so because he 
had seen ancestral arms rendered in like manner.

Thomas Mowbray remained a particular favourite of Richard II until he and Henry of Boling-
broke opposed the king in 1387. Even after that time, in 1394 Richard II by letters patent granted 
him the use of the crest normally used by the crown prince, the only difference being that the 
crown was of silver instead of gold.24 The final two known members of Richard’s club were his 
nephew Thomas Holand, third earl of Kent and his cousin Henry Beaufort, bishop of Lincoln, 
who both differenced the Confessor’s arms with a border. Holand used a border ermine, while 
Beaufort used a border gobonny azure and argent.25 This raises the distinct possibility that the la-
bels of three points borne by the others might have carried additional cadency marks, impossible 
to carve on the minute label of a seal.  Confirmation that this was indeed the case comes from a 
drawing of the arms of Edward of York in the Tewkesbury Benefactors’ Book, which shows each 
label point on the Confessor’s arms charged with a lion rampant gules. 26

All the men granted the use of the Confessor’s arms, in addition to being kinsmen, were of a 
similar age apart from the king’s half-brother John Holand who was around fifteen years older. 
Historians have been tempted to link this companionship with Richard II’s mass  creation of new 
dukes in 1397, which was also the year that Henry Beaufort was legitimated, but the  seal of Ed-
ward of York speaks for an earlier date, with Beaufort joining the group later.27

19  Douet d’Arcq, vol 3, no. 10139. Illustrated in Archaeologia 1925; 74: 115.
20  Willement’s Roll, op. cit., no 30.
21  Wylie, J. H.: History of England under Henry IV vol 4, London 1898, p. 173. The seal in Birch 12,685. John Holand’s 

seal was drawn by Sandford, F.: A genealogical history of the kings and queens of England, London 1707, p. 124, and 
reproduced in Pinches, p. 46. The legend is lost after “earl of Huntingdon” but the space remaining must have said 
duke of Exeter.

22  Round, J. H.: Peerage and Pedigree, London 1910, p. 354; Dugdale, William: Monasticon Anglicanum vol 6, 1839, p. 
321.

23  Moore, Peter R.: The heraldic charge against the earl of Surrey 1546–7. Eng Hist Rev June 2001; 116(467): 557–583. 
Also Green, R.: The history, topography and antiquities of Framlingham, London 1834, p. 88.

24  Cal Pat Rolls Richard II, vol 5, p. 350.
25  Thomas Holand’s magnificent equestrian seal is drawn in Harley MS 5805 f.145v, and Beaufort’s seal is Birch 1751. 

The former is illustrated in Fox-Davies, Arthur Charles: The art of Heraldry, London 1904, p. 97.
26  Bodleian, MS Top Gloucs D2 f. 25v.
27  Dennys, Rodney: Heraldry and the heralds, London 1982, p. 112.
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King Henry IV
The usurper king was himself a man of great quality and it is tragic that destiny set him on a colli-
sion course with his cousin Richard II. Henry shared with other noblemen a passion for heraldry 
and heraldic insignia. There are many entries in the accounts of the duchy of Lancaster of his 
purchase of clothes, equipment and other ornaments bearing badges and shield of arms. When 
he went on crusade in Prussia it is recorded that he set up shields of arms in churches. He would 
have studied heraldry as a boy using the book now known as William Jenyns’ Ordinary, which 
belonged to his father, and is the most complete and extensive ordinary of arms to have survived 
from medieval England. He differed from Richard in being a traditionalist, not an innovator, 
and his most significant role in the heraldry of his reign was to roll back the innovations of his 
predecessor.

The innovations of Richard II were so effectively suppressed that in the reign of Henry VIII 
their revival by descendants of the Mowbray family led to the then Duke of Norfolk and his son 
being convicted of treason.28 The duke was accused of quartering the three lions of England in 
the first quarter, while his son Henry Howard, earl of Surrey, was accused of using the arms of 
Edward the Confessor. By this time all record of Richard II’s contribution lay deeply buried, and 
the Howard family believed that Edward the Confessor himself gave their ancestors the right to 
bear his arms. Thus we have a good example of the rapidity with which family legends evolve. For 
simply copying old family shields the earl of Surrey lost his life, and his father would also have 
died had not Henry VIII departed this life on the day his bill of attainder was due to receive the 
royal signature.

Among the various arms of saints on the new great seal of Henry IV, created in 1406, were 
those of the Confessor. He remained, after all, one of the patron saints of England, but the impale-
ment of personal arms with those of the Confessor was anathematised by Henry IV. It served as 
an unwelcome reminder that the deposed monarch aspired to saintly ideals. The very last person 
to continue the practice was Henry’s half-brother, Henry Beaufort, bishop of Lincoln, who was 
still using the seal on which his personal arms were impaled with those of the saint in 1403. He 
owed a great deal to Richard II and his continued use of the Ricardian seal is evidence that he did 
not share the antipathy of the Lancastrian affinity towards that monarch. He was not nearly so 

28  Moore, op.cit., 557–583.

Fig. 8. Arms of King Henry VI from the chapel of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London
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swift as his brothers in joining Henry IV’s administration. It was not until 1402 that he came on 
board as a member of the royal Council. The year 1403 marks his first appointment as chancellor, 
and he never used his old seal thereafter.

Decades later Henry’s grandson King Henry VI revived the impalement for his own personal 
use. Two recorded examples apparently date to the episcopate of Archbishop Stafford (1443–52). 
Thomas Willement recorded an example from the archiepiscopal palace at Croydon, surmounted 
by a Lancastrian crown.29 Another is still extant in the church of St Bartholomew the Less in 
London, part of a scheme which included the arms of Archbishop Stafford and of Henry VI im-
paling those of his queen (Fig. 8).30 The symbolic union with Edward the Confessor was evidently 
important to both Richard II and Henry VI, perhaps for similar reasons. It was believed that God 
had supported the Confessor because of his saintly, chaste and pacific nature. Both Richard II and 
Henry VI might have hoped to overcome opposition to their rule and restore peace by following 
the example set by this canonised predecessor.

In the same church was once an armorial window from Henry VI’s reign in which John Ho-
land, duke of Exeter (d.1444) revived the arms of his executed father John Holand, earl of Hunt-
ingdon (d.1400) in impaling St Edward with a label argent for difference.31

The new royal arms
Henry IV and his court consciously and deliberately abandoned the heraldic innovations of Rich-
ard II, but the new king was every bit as ready as his predecessor to use heraldry for political pur-
poses. The change that he made in the royal arms from quartering “France ancient”, semy de lis, to 
quartering “France Modern” azure three fleurs de lis two and one, or, must be set against Richard’s 

29  Willement, Thomas: Royal heraldry, London 1821, p. 35–36. 
30  BL Lansdowne MS 874 ff 3r and 84r.
31  His arms were paired with those of Richard Beauchamp KG, earl of Warwick (d.1439) and must date after 1423 as in 

pretence are the arms of Warwick’s second wife Isabel Despencer. The two shields are framed by alternating badges of 
the earl and the duke. They were comrades in arms in the French wars. 

Fig. 9. Henry Beaufort – left: as Bishop of Lincoln 1398, centre: 
his seal in 1403, right: as Bishop of Winchester from 1404
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own experimentation with these arms. Two examples survive of Richard II quartering France 
modern. One is in Willement’s roll, the final version of which dates to late in the reign. The other 
was recorded from the stained glass of the church of St Olave’s in the Old Jewry, London, later 
destroyed in the Great Fire of London. There can be no doubt that these arms were for Richard 
because they are impaled with the arms of St Edward, his white hart badge is shown underneath, 
and on either side are the arms of his two wives.32

There can be little doubt that these usages were intended by Richard as a compliment to his 
father-in-law Charles VI of France, he having married Isabel of France in 1396. That Richard 
never changed the official royal arms is shown by the arms of Henry IV’s own illegitimate half 
siblings the Beauforts.

The changing arms of Beaufort (Fig. 9) 
Prior to their legitimation by the Pope in 1397 the three Beaufort brothers bore the livery colours 
of their father John of Gaunt: per pale argent and azure, with the arms of the duchy of Lancaster 
(gules three lions passant guardant or, and a label of France) on a bend. John Beaufort, the eldest, 
bore these without difference, while from a lost stained glass window in Wanlip church, Leices-
tershire, it is known that the second son Henry bore the same with a crescent for difference, while 
the third son Thomas bore a mullet.33 It is impossible to know on whose authority these arms 
were assumed, but as the royal arms were incorporated, it must have been necessary to seek royal 
approval. John Beaufort was something of a favourite of Richard II. He was retained as a royal 
knight in 1392, and following parliamentary approval of his legitimation on 9th February 1397 he 
was created earl of Somerset the next day, and also became a Knight of the Garter. Remarkably, 
at the same time he was also granted precedency immediately below the earl Marshall, and above 
the earl of Warwick, which can hardly have pleased most of the other peers.34

It has been assumed that it was in 1397 that the king granted the Beauforts the right to use 
the royal arms of France quartering England with a border gobonny of the livery colours of Lan-
caster, azure and argent, but there is evidence to the contrary. Henry Beaufort was made bishop 
of Lincoln on 27th February 1398, and the original Beaufort arms are ascribed to him as bishop, 
demonstrating that the new arms were not granted until 1398 at the earliest.35 Henry Beaufort’s 
later seal as bishop of Lincoln, still in use in 1403, has the arms of St Edward the Confessor im-
paling the royal arms (France ancient quartering England) with the bend gobonny surrounding 
both.36 The royal arms granted to Beaufort by Richard II in 1398–9 contained France ancient, 
which is conclusive proof that Richard was not the author of the change.

The final change in the Beaufort arms occurred when Henry IV granted his siblings the right 
to use his own new royal arms of England with France modern, differenced with a border gobon-
ny as before. The Canterbury cloister shows that all members of the royal family were instructed 
to adopt the revised royal arms. Strictly speaking all the Beaufort siblings should have continued 
to use the differenced arms of their father John of Gaunt. To go with their new arms the younger 

32  BL Lansdowne MS 874 f 87r.
33  Nichols, J.: History of Leicestershire vol 3, p. 1095. In the same window were John of Gaunt’s arms impaling Castile 

and Leon, which he stopped using in 1387, and the arms of the duchy. Wanlip lies on the outskirts of Leicester and 
presumably John of Gaunt and Katherine Swynford attended mass at the church when they were in residence at 
Leicester castle.

34  Complete Peerage, vol 12a, p. 41.
35  Two Tudor Books of Arms, J. Foster (ed.), London 1904, p. 64. This is a version of BL Harley 2169, the nucleus of 

which dates to the reign of Henry IV.
36  Birch 1751.
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Beaufort brothers adopted a revised scheme of cadency. Henry Beaufort (d.1447) succeeded Wil-
liam of Wykeham as bishop of Winchester in 1404. The seal which relates to this episcopate only 
survives from 1414, but there is no reason to suppose that it was not made in 1404. It bears an 
uncertain cadency mark which based on his cloister shield was a mitre.37 There was an alternative 
version of his arms with the bend gobonny azure and ermine, charged on the azure with mitres. 
Thomas Beaufort from his Garter stall plate used the bend gobonny azure and ermine.

The modification of the royal arms was made relatively early in the reign, and certainly by 
1403 when both the Prince of Wales and Edward duke of York were using seals which incorpo-
rated the new arms.38 Given that new seals can take a long time to make, the change might con-
ceivably have been made in 1402, which is when Edward of York would have needed a new seal 
on succeeding his father as Duke of York.

Every member of the royal family whose arms appear in the Canterbury cloister has been 
given the new royal arms, even Henry IV’s cousins who should strictly have used their paternal 
arms with France ancient. The king’s insistence that the whole royal family adopt the new royal 
arms has clear political undertones, and in order to explore these it is necessary to understand 
developments in France itself.

The evolution of France modern
In 1375 a great seal of absence was created for use by the council acting on behalf of the King 
Charles V in peace negotiations with the English, on which there was a shield with three fleurs de 

37  Messenger, op. cit., 22/14; Willement, Thomas: Heraldic notices of Canterbury Cathedral; with genealogical and 
topographical notes, London 1827, 415.

38  The 1403 seal of Edward duke of York is Birch 12,674. For the Prince of Wales 1403 seal see Humphery-Smith, Cecil: 
The royal heraldry of England, The Coat of Arms 1962; 7(50): 80. An undated example is Birch 5573. A final example 
of the new arms thought to be from 1403 is on the Butler-Bowden chasuble made for the obsequies of Edmund earl 
of Stafford, killed at the battle of Shrewsbury, his wife being Ann the daughter of Thomas of Woodstock, see Dennys, 
op. cit., p. 100.

Fig. 10. French royal seals. Left: Great Seal of Charles V (d.1380), centre, above: seal of absence of Charles V 
1375, below: seal and counterseal of absence Charles VI 1380, right: Great Seal of Charles VI from 1392
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lis, arranged 2 and 1.39 The point of this usage may well have been to clearly differentiate the seal 
from the king’s own great seal and privy seal, both of which bore France ancient (Fig. 10).40 The 
new design has great aesthetic merit, and gradually it became the preferred way of depicting the 
royal arms. King Charles VI was still a child when he acceded in 1380, and he did not get control 
of his own affairs until 1388. In 1380 a new great seal of absence was needed and this followed the 
same pattern as his father’s.41 While his coinage invariably depicted France modern, which was in 
itself an innovation, his privy seal of circa 1387 maintained France ancient, and it was not until 
1392 that for the first time the royal Great Seal was charged with the three lis.42 That same year 
the king lost his sanity and his two uncles once again took control of the state. In no sense had the 
ancient version of the royal arms been rendered obsolete. Its ongoing use is demonstrated by the 
great seal of Charles VII from 1441 which depicts the monarch in state with a background semy 
of fleurs de lis.43 The great seal of absence of Charles VII is also charged with France ancient.44

When Henry of Bolingbroke was exiled in 1398 he received a warm welcome in Paris as the 
cousin of a highly esteemed friend of France, and so Richard felt it necessary in the spring of 
1399 to send John Montagu, earl of Salisbury to warn that the house of Lancaster was no friend 
of France. When Richard accused Bolingbroke of being a traitor it was because he was a member 
of the war party and therefore fundamentally opposed to peace with France. Henry V’s invasion 
of France in 1415 confirms the house of Lancaster’s take on the French question.

Having spent more than a year at the French court just prior to his own accession it must have 
been clear to Henry IV that France modern had become the accepted and predominant form 
used in the kingdom. Unlike Richard II he had no wish to abandon the ancestral claim to France. 
He therefore needed to modify the royal arms accordingly. The hostile communications which 
he received from erstwhile friends in France after the overthrow of Richard II doubtless contrib-
uted to the decision to make the change. Richard II used France modern as a sign of amity, while 
Henry IV used it for reasons of hostility. 

The new Great Seal of England
It took some time before the change in the royal arms was reflected in the royal seal. It was not 
until half way into the reign of Henry IV that his own Great Seal came into use. Prior to this he 
used the seal of his grandfather Edward III, also used by Richard II, with the legend altered.The 
old royal seal remained in use until the end of the reign.45 The new seal is arguably the most mag-
nificent ever made for an English king, and it is certainly the most heraldic, with two armorial 
banners and seven heraldic shields on the obverse, providing further confirmation that Henry IV 
had a keen interest in heraldry. The two banners are the three lions of England and France mod-
ern quartering England, the latter seen flying from behind. The two patron saints of England are 
here, St Edmund king and martyr and St Edward the Confessor, each with their shields above. St 
George and St Michael the Archangel each carry a shield bearing a simple cross. Below the three 
are the arms of the duchy of Cornwall, the Prince of Wales feathers, representing the principality 

39  Dalas-Garrigues, Martine: Le premier sceau de substitution de Charles V. Bibliothèque de l’école des chartes 1986; 
144(2): 355–359.

40  Douet d’Arcq nos 63 and 66. Birch 18,097. The counter-seal of the seal of absence was of France ancient, Birch 18,098, 
Douet d’Arcq no 64.

41  Douet d’Arcq no 69.
42  Douet d’Arcq nos 68 and 70.
43  Douet d’Arcq no 73.
44  Douet d’Arcq no 76.
45  Heenan, Michael: The French quartering in the arms of King Henry IV. The Coat of Arms 1969; 10(78): 215–221.
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of Wales, and the county of Chester (azure three garbs or). On either side of the plinth is a lion 
couchant guardant, also found in the Canterbury cloister sitting behind the king’s arms.46 The 
same cloister bay has the arms of Cornwall and the feathers of Wales. The king’s lion badge, or 
supporter, has to be a white lion because it is shown regally collared and chained, which would 
not work heraldically for a golden lion. The Yorkist kings made much use of the white lion which 
Michael Siddons assumed came from the House of Mortimer, but it seems that this badge may 
have been introduced by Henry IV.47

The Canterbury cloister
The Canterbury cloister is a magnificent monument to the reign of Henry IV and was entirely 
devised by the king’s friend Archbishop Thomas Arundel (d.1414). Given that Henry IV spent 
much time living with his archbishop, for whom the cloister was a favourite recreation, given 
that the king certainly gave money towards its construction, and that Canterbury was his chosen 
place of burial, it is simply extraordinary that no genealogical scheme was included for the house 
of Lancaster. There were genealogical bays for the archbishop himself and other houses to which 
he was related, but there is no shield for the king’s father John of Gaunt, and none for the mother 
of Henry’s children, Mary de Bohun. There are no arms for Henry’s beloved sister Philippa of 
Lancaster (d.1415) married to John I King of Portugal, although her husband’s arms appear. Nor 
do we have Henry’s daughter Blanche (1392–1409) married in 1402 to Louis duke of Bavaria.

Even more remarkably, one of the cloister bays acts as a memorial to those executed by Henry 
IV. The king’s tangible lack of interference in the design of the cloister is striking. Had Richard II 
still been monarch, given his penchant for exerting his own taste in matters heraldic, it is incon-
ceivable he would not have made some impact. Perhaps Henry IV quite deliberately held himself 
back to show the nobility that he was of a different stamp.

Archbishop Arundel placed two shields in the cloister which have been misinterpreted as her-
aldry but which contemporaries would have understood as statements on the revolution of 1399 
and the events which led to it.

The first he placed in the cloister bay containing his own extended family. It has a cross calvary 
in the centre, with a cross of St Andrew to one side and a sword on the other. Richard II accused 
the archbishop of treason in 1397, and exiled him, at the same time executing his elder brother 
by beheading with a sword. Thomas Arundel was translated to the see of St Andrews in Scotland, 
which was outside his jurisdiction. The message on the shield seems clear: “the see of St Andrews 
and the execution of my brother were my calvary”.

46  Bay 24 no 21, Willement’s Roll no 473.
47  Siddons Badges 11.1 p. 167.

Fig. 11. A crown saved by the sword. Left: Canterbury 
cloister circa 1410. Right: Joan of Arc 1429
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The second message from the archbishop takes the form of a sword palewise encircled by 
a crown (Fig. 11). The symbolism here is much more debatable, but the most obvious reading 
would be “a crown rescued by the sword”. In 1429 Charles VII of France granted virtually identi-
cal arms to Joan of Arc, the only difference being that there was a fleur de lis on each side of the 
sword. Given that in the 1420s England and northern France were ruled as a combined kingdom, 
many Frenchmen must have seen the Canterbury cloister, and the crown and sword emblem 
might well have been reported to Charles VII. If so, his choice of arms for Joan is especially apt, 
because it reminded the English that the grandfather of Henry VI was a usurper.

Arms of the Kalmar Union
The seal of Henry IV’s daughter Philippa (1394–1430) as queen of Denmark, Sweden and Norway 
impales her husband’s arms with the royal arms of England quartering France ancient.48 On 26th 
November 1405 she was proxy wed to King Eric at Westminster Abbey, and the following month 
was proclaimed as queen. Her seal has been cited as evidence that Henry IV did not change the 
royal arms until 1406. Before she left England forever in the summer of 1406 she visited Can-
terbury cathedral and made a donation. In the cloister the quarterings of her husband’s arms as 
shown on his seal of 1398 are all jumbled up, but her own arms of England bear France modern 
(Fig. 12). Moreover, the quarterings for Norway and Pomerania are reversed when compared 
with her seal as queen, and the central cross has been omitted. This demonstrates that her royal 
seal was made following her arrival in Scandinavia. The reason for the use of France ancient 
in that seal is perhaps because the ongoing usage of the old great seal of England by her father 
caused some confusion in Denmark.

48  Petersen, Henry: Et Dansk Flag fra Unionstiden, Copenhagen 1882, p. 11–12.

Fig. 12. Arms donated by Philippa of Lancaster to Canterbury Cathedral in 1406. These comprised her own 
arms impaling those of her husband King Eric, and also in the same bay the arms of their four separate realms, 
from left to right: Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Pomerania. Top left: seal of Eric of Pomerania 1398, top 
right: seal of Queen Philippa after 1406


