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edition (1898), revised by S.T. Aveling. It had superb line
drawings, many taken from original artifacts and a lot of them
dating back to the first edition. I remember well its textured
red cover with the gold-impressed Victorian royal arms. I
later learned that similar efforts were made in other lan
guages, especially German.
I was probably around six or seven when I my grand
mother gave me this book, and I taught myself heraldry by
an exhaustive study of Boutell. As noted, heraldry has a
highly elaborated specialized vocabulary, derived in large
part from Norman French. Red, for example, is gules, blue is
azure, and black is sable. A diagonal figure is a bend, or going
the other way a bend sinister. Three red vertical stripes on
white, forming seven bands of alternating colors, is argent,
three pallets gules, but an even number of vertical bands is
paly of six [or eight, or whatever] argent and gules. There are
ordinaries and subordinaries and common charges, all with ex

otic names. A lion can be rampant or passant or even couchant
depending on its position, and queue-fourche if it has a forked
tail. There are at least three ways to describe an animal's
head shown parted from its body: couped (neck cut in a
straight line), erased (torn off at the neck leaving a ragged
edge), and caboshed (neck not visible at all). There are dozens
of words for lines of partition - dancetty, raguly, embattled, and
so on. And on and on indeed, enough to fill up a thick book
like Boutell's Heraldry.

I found all this fascinating and challenging. It was not
just fussy antiquarianism, either. The technical vocabulary
was needed for precise description. With this vocabulary,
and an understanding of blazon, it is possible to communi
cate a design very exactly without pictures. Many years later
I encountered the same phenomenon in studying law, where
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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DESIGNING MY FLAG
by David F. Phillips

In 1990 I bought a house, and there was room for two
flagpoles on the front. Naturally I would fly the American
flag from one, but I thought it would be fine to fly a personal
flag from the other. But I didn't have a personal flag, so I
needed to design one. After forty years as a heraldist, it
seemed obvious to me that the best design solution would
be a banner of my arms.
If I were making up this story I would say I then set about
designing a coat of arms, so I could have a design to make a
flag from. But I already had a coat of arms. Under the an
cient law of arms a person of sufficient rank may assume
arms for himself as long as the arms do not duplicate those
borne by someone else in the same country. The law varies
from country to country as to what this rank has to be, but I
believe all Americans qualify for arms because we don't rec
ognize nobiliary distinctions of rank in our country. The same
is true, for example, in Switzerland, where arms are borne
by burghers and peasants and there is no nobiliary estab
lishment.
Some countries have qualified the ancient laws of arms
by requiring, as in England for example, that arms be granted
by heraldic authorities under a Crown or its successor insti
tution. We don't have a crown here and there has never been
any such legislation for Americans. So in my view the law of
arms applies in the United States in its ancient form, and any
American may assume arms provided no other American
(outside his family anyway) bears the same arms. Good prac
tice, although not the law of arms, would dictate that these
www. flagresearchcenter. com
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assumed arms not duplicate those borne elsewhere either.
Since I had the right to assume arms, I decided years ago
to assume some. What design should I use? By this time I
knew enough to choose a pattern simple but unique, some
thing I could draw myself with my extremely limited skill
(no animals for example), something that would look good
in color or in outline and something that would not have
seemed out of place in a medieval arms roll. I knew better
than to follow debased modern practice and start with a quar
tered field, dropping symbols of my work and hobbies into
each quarter.
Fig. 1 is a rendering of my coat of arms. I began with a
plain gold (i.e., yellow) field - in my mind (since a heraldic
artist can choose whatever shade he wishes of the basic six
tinctures) a rich yellow with some red in it. I chose this be
cause in my experience yellow fields make the most strikingly
beautiful arms - they stand out on a page of arms of other
tinctures. A plain field is common in the classic period of
medieval heraldry.
Then I laid out a single quarter - not a canton (tradition
ally in heraldry, although not in flags, one-ninth of the field)
but a good sturdy francquartier occupying the traditional
upper left fourth of the shield as seen from the front. I wanted
something seme, or strewn, on the quarter. The idea was to
allude to being an American by using the basic pattern of the
American flag - an upper left quarter strewn with small geo
metric charges. But instead of stars I used ermine Spots, These
are figures representing the black-tipped tails of ermines, at
tached to a garment made of their white fur.
Ermine is a heraldic fur (distinct technically from both
colors and metals) and the ermine spot is a simple figure used
only in heraldry. The three dots at the top represent the stitchTHE FLAG BULLETIN
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Fig. 3: NATIONAL FLAG OF GUYANA

Fig. 4: MAORI FLAG, NEW ZEALAND
w w w . fl a g r e s e a r c h c e n t e r . c o m 1 4 9 v e x o r @ c o m c a s t . n e t

specific meanings, similar to the difference between a Chi
nese ideograph and an alphabetic letter.
Although its property of non-verbal communication was
one of the main attractions of heraldry for me, paradoxically
another attraction was the complex and recondite heraldic
vocabulary and grammar, by which 1 mean not only the
grammar of blazon (the protocol for verbal description of an
armorial display) but also the grammar of heraldic
composition.
In my understanding of this subject I was guided, as were
so many others, by the Reverend Charles Boutell (1812-1877),
an English archaeologist who wrote a classic 19th century

Fig. 1: BASIC COAT OF ARMS

English heraldic treatise. In earlier times heraldry was, like
many other subjects, taught by recounting unexamined tra
ditions. The sequence of English treatises dates at least to
1394 and includes such titles as the Boke of St. Albans (1486),
by Dame Juliana Berners, mostly about hawking and hunt
ing but also including material on "diuysynge of Cote
armours" [devising of coats of arms]. Later "authorities"
merely repeated what had been said before, including many
elements more or less made up, such as symbolic meanings
for various heraldic charges, "abatements" for specific of
fenses against honor, and other rubbish.
But in the 1840s antiquaries began looking at heraldry
using a more scientific method, exemplified by Planche's
book The Pursuivant of Arms, or Heraldry Founded Upon Facts
(1842). Planche and others went back to primary sources medieval arms rolls, seals, coins, tomb brasses and stall plates,
architectural monuments, and the like - and reconstructed
the study of heraldry based on empirical inquiry and authen
tic records. The work which came to be called Boutell'$ Heraldn/
was first published in 1863; my childhood copy was the 8th
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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Fig. 7: SCOTTISH-PATTERN STANDARD
w w w . fl a g r e s e a r c h c e n t e r . c o m 1 9 3 v e x o r @ c o m c a s t . n e t

ing - heraldic literature reveals dozens of ways to show an
ermine spot (Fig. 2). By using ermine spots instead of stars I
was not copying the American flag, just alluding to it, and was
at the same time alluding to the importance of heraldry in

Fig. 2: ARMS OF SCHRENCK VON NOTZING, FROM OTTO HUPP'S
MUNCHENER KALENDER OF 1918

my life by adopting a figure found nowhere else.
And now for the tinctures of the quarter. Ermine is tradi
tionally black on white, following nature, but there are
variants - white on black, gold on black, and so on. Variants
beyond those three tinctures are exceptionally rare. I chose
white on blue, for two reasons. First, blue and white are the
colors of Israel (see Numbers 15:38) and could allude to my
Jewish ethnicity more subtly than by using a Star of David or
some other direct emblem. And second, ermine in white on
blue is almost unique - I know of only one other example in
the world and not on a francquarlier - and so by using it I
could ensure that my arms would not duplicate someone
else's, without having to use a unique charge or complicated
partition lines.
This composition - blazoned or, a quarter azure ermined
argent, met all my requirements. It had a medieval simplic
ity and a simple blazon, was unique but easily drawn, looked
just as elegant in outline as in color, and made three impor
tant allusions to my life (American, Jewish, heraldist).
Actually there was a theoretical ambiguity in outline form plain ermine in the traditional black on white were the an
cient arms of the Duchy of Brittany, and carrying the basic
arms (Stammwappen) in a geometric figure on a plain field
was a classic method of showing bastardy. So in outline my
arms could have been taken for those of a medieval Bastard
of Brittany. But not in color. I was willing to take this risk.
I use the ermine spot (by itself or in an oval) as a heraldic
badge. In theory this, rather than my arms, should be used
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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important to my generation of flag scholars as well.4 Also
important was Flags of Maritime Nations, the U.S. Navy's
official flag book (1899 edition), a remarkably beautiful
production with rich lithography, bought for me by my
grandmother when I was about six years old and an
important instrument in my study of the subject.
I have continued my study of flags with unabated fasci
nation to this day. Flags in the modern national flag sense
are more recent than heraldry, and come in many interesting
flavors - not only national flags but military and government
flags of many kinds, flags of shipping lines, and so on. Sig
nal flags have little interest for me because their arbitrary
denotative content is so much different from flags which have
www. flagresearchcenler. com
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coronets, also found a place in heraldic expression.
Sometimes heraldic badges and elements from the shield
(called in Italian mobili) are displayed without the shield.
These elements can be combined in many ingenious and
beautiful ways.
Related to heraldry are other studies, notably flags,
awards (orders, decorations, medals and medal-ribbons),

Fig. 2: ERMINE SPOTS

viMum*

insignia and regalia, and symbols and iconography. All of
these have in common a non-verbal denotative element, and
flags and medal-ribbons share the power of non-verbal com
munication by line and color. It is artificial to distinguish
among these fields, which I regard as one unified study.
I was attracted very early to this unified heraldic study. I
have found that many people who went on to become schol
ars in the field began as children. One source of early

Fig. 3: ERMINE SPOT STAMP
(ENLARGED)

imprinting for me as for others was the flag plate in the un
abridged dictionary. I have sometimes seen children's
drawings of simple flags (like that of Chile) tucked into un
abridged dictionaries - they were much like the ones 1 made
as a child. I paid a lot of attention to this page at the time,
fascinated not only by the information and the denotative
quality of the designs, but also by the very arrangement on
the page of many images of the same size, but with differing
patterns of color and line. The unmediated pleasure of that
stimulus may have been as important as its informational
component. For a good example see Fig. 1 (p. 145), illustrat
ing the flags of the Malayan state of Kelantan.1
Elementary flag books like the British series Flags of the
World,2 and later Preben Kannik's The Flag Book (1957),3
available in most libraries in my youth, helped me develop
my interest in flags. The National Geographic magazine
published some special illustrated issues which were
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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Fig. 4: BANNER OF ARMS

FIGURES 1, 2, 3, 4, AND 7 ACCOMPANYING THIS ESSAY
ARE BY THE AUTHOR.
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to mark the livery of my servants. I'm working on that. I
have a rubber stamp with the ermine spot device (drawn
myself) and I use it as an ownership mark in some of my
heraldic books. See Fig. 3 (p. 195).
At the international heraldic congress in Dublin in 2002,
the herald-painters at the office of the Chief Herald of Ire
land made an occasional roll, which is a record of the arms of
the participants at a specific occasion. In olden times the
occasion was usually a tournament (as with the Military Roll)
or a battle (as with the Roll ofCaerlaverock). This roll was of
the 25th International Congress of Genealogical and Heral
dic Sciences. I thought my simple but elegant medieval-style
arms would look pretty good on the roll and they duly
painted me in (although they got the field wrong, giving me
white instead of yellow).
How should I project these arms onto a banner? The tra
ditional usage prescribed a square field, perhaps with a
compony border (containing alternating compartments in the
principal colors). But a flag in the traditional British naval
proportions of 3x5 pleased me better - it gave a more ample
fly, showing more of that delicious rich yellow; and it looked
better alongside my American flag, bought off the shelf in
those proportions instead of the official 10x19. The compony
border isn't usually used for flags in oblong proportions (al
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though there are exceptions, for example the flag of Prince
Edward Island). What I ended up with is shown in Fig. 4 (p.
195). I had Steve Tyson's flag company in San Francisco cut
a pattern for the applique ermine spots and make me two flags.
Fig. 5 shows one of them. Over the years the wind and the
sun wore them out and a tree in front of my house overgrew
the flagpole sockets, so I didn't replace them. But they looked
beautiful while they lasted.
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Heraldry is a European art form and efforts to export it
to other countries (except for some former British territories)
have been superficial and unsuccessful. Other comparable
sign systems, such as those in Japan and medieval Islam, dif
fer in significant ways from European heraldry. In the United
States the association of heraldry with European aristocracy
caused a deliberate rejection of heraldic forms, as seen in the
quasi-realistic style of the seals adopted by American states
and cities after independence, typically and boringly carried
on the modern flags of American states and cities. There is
little understanding of heraldry in the United States, and little
interest in or appreciation of it. What information there is
has been almost entirely based on English models, and it
could hardly be realized from the materials available in
American public libraries, for instance, that there is heraldry
anywhere in the world outside of the British Isles.
Heraldry as a recognition system had a military origin
and appeared relatively abruptly in many parts of western
Europe in the 12th century. After its obsolescence as a mili
tary system it continued in the mock warfare of the
tournament and was used for manifesting individual iden
tity (and sometimes affinity) by members of the upper classes,
for example on seals. Its use spread beyond the warrior class
to churchmen, corporations and women, and in some coun
tries beyond the aristocracy to the bourgeoisie and even
peasantry. It survives and indeed flourishes today every
where in western and central Europe, and its use in Eastern
Europe is reviving after the fall of Communism.
In addition to the shield, the crests worn on their helmets
by knights at tournaments became an important element in
the heraldic system, with variations in many countries. Other
ornaments external to the shield, such as supporters and
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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Fig. 5: ACTUAL PHILLIPS FLAG
(PHOTOGRAPH BY LES WISNER)

While I was designing arms I adopted a crest, too - a
white pegasus. This was an allusion to my name, Phillips,
which means in Greek one who loves horses. The wings on the
horse made it a traditional symbol of imagination. On the
visible wing of the pegasus I added a purple roundel with
an ermine spot. The roundel represented a dose of LSD, and
the ermine spot echoed a charge from the shield, an estab
lished heraldic practice. For a motto I chose AWARE - this
was a neat bit of heraldic wordplay, awareness being a Bud
dhist objective, and a bit of a boast as a heraldic motto should
be, but also alluding to my birthplace in Delaware. As a single
word it also qualified as a war cry.
Fig. 6 (p. 199) is a copy of a tile made for me from my
design by Maitreya Bowen. It follows the Tudor traditions
of Prince Arthur's Book and other manuscripts of the time' by
www. Hagresearchcenter. com
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showing the arms on a banner, held by a heraldic beast (in
my case my crest-beast) standing on a compartment represent
ing natural ground. I used an eight-spoked wheel, a
traditional symbol of Buddhism representing the Noble
Eightfold Path, as a finial for the flagstaff. I had Maitreya
put California poppies on the compartment and surround it
at base by wavy lines of blue and white, the heraldic repre
sentation of water (I live in San Francisco, a block from the
ocean).
I have since changed my crest to a simpler one, easier to
draw - as shown in Fig. 1 (p. 193). I now use the Buddhist
wheel as a crest, resting on a grassy mound so it won't seem
disconnected at the base. Fig. 7 (p. 193) shows a flag in the
pattern used by Scottish chiefs for their clan standards. The
arms are at the hoist. The fly is divided between the princi
pal colors of the arms and adorned with the crest image (the
wheel), the ermine spot badge, and the California poppy (a
plant badge) and bisected by a diagonal panel bearing the
war cry. As a final touch I use the wheel again, as a finial.
NOTE
1. Sec, for example, those in Joseph Foster, Banners, Standards and
Badges from a Tudor Manuscript in the College of Arms, [London] 1904, pp.
22-58.

Fig. 25: FOURTEENTH CENTURY BAS-RELIEF FROM THE
PALAZZO DEI CONSOLI, GUBBIO, ITALY, SHOWING
THE ARMS OF GUBBIO, THE CHURCH, AND ANJOU
THE FLAG BULLETIN
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HERALDIC PLEASURES
by David F. Phillips
"Heraldry is the short hand of history."
J. R. Planche, The Pursuivant of Arms (1842)
The study of flags is intimately connected with heraldry.
The two studies share many purposes, methods and plea
sures. Like many others I was drawn early to both fields and
found that each informed the other. What follows is a brief
account of how my interest in these and related subjects grew
and converged, and of the pleasures I have taken from them.
STUDYING HERALDRY
Heraldry is an infinitely rich study, the intersection of art
and history, an auxiliary science of history, art history, politi
cal science and semiotics, a present force in every area of art
("fine" and applied) in every province of Europe for the past
860 years, and a powerful engine of beauty for those who
know how to recognize it. It has been a constant source of
pleasure and learning for me for 60 years.
Heraldry and flags are both stylized systems of recogni
tion signs and patterns. In heraldry these signs are typically
projected onto a shield-shape rather than a rectangular flag.
Heraldic patterns (called for convenience arms) are made of
combinations of geometric forms and images, usually of ani
mals or artifacts, and typically attached to individuals,
families, territories, and corporations such as cities, dioceses
and colleges. They can be combined and altered in mean
ingful ways according to systems (for example differencing
and marshalling) which vary according to place and time.
www.nagresearchcenter.com
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