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The Badge of HMS SCYLLA in the Royal Navy

The College of Dracology
for the Study of Fabulous Beasts

Saint Dunstan, whose feast day falls on 19th May, was treated very fully in No 46, in
2004, and for those without back numbers, some are still available for the asking.

CORRESPONDENCE
Michael Gunn wondered whether the elegant creature in No 144, page 5, could
perhaps be a black panther. He remembers stroking just such an animal when he
worked in a circus, and it certainly looks more like a panther than a lion.
Roland Symons sent these pictures he took of some wooden carvings in a church in
Gorran in Cornwall, showing a couple of Dolphins, a pair of Sea-lions and a Pelican
in her Piety. And in the nearby church at St Michael Caerhays he found a
magnificent window from AD 1898 which I am tempted to keep over until
Michaelmas.

The picture on the cover is from Stopford’s compendious 1996 work on Admiralty
Ships Badges. The name Scylla has been used for five ships in the Royal Navy,
starting in 1809 with a Cruizer-class brig-sloop with 18 guns, broken up in 1846.
This was followed in 1856 with a wooden screw-corvette broken up in 1882 and then,
in 1891, with a second-class cruiser in the Apollo class which lasted until 1914. The
fourth in the series was a Dido-class light cruiser for which this badge was approved
in 1942, it having been launched in 1940; it was damaged by a mine in 1944 but not
sold until 1950. Next and last came a Leander-class frigate which served from 1970
to 1993 and was finally sunk as an artificial reef in 2004; it used the same 1942
badge.
The Greek sea-monster Scylla was the subject of an article in the New Zealand
Armorist No. 126 by Roger Barnes, from which we quote extensively in this issue.
Roger is an expert dracologist, and we reviewed his booklet Monsters of Heraldry in
No 25. We are pleased to have his permission to copy this latest of his contributions
to our field of studies.
SCYLLA by Roger Barnes
Most heraldic monsters were, in the middle ages, thought to exist either then or at
some time in the past. This includes monsters from classical mythology, and
although we can hope that the more evil of these creatures are no longer out there
somewhere, they still have an existence in heraldry.

These coins (from ancient Greek colonies in what is now Italy) depict a sea-monster
called Scylla (from Latin, pronounced silla) or Skylla (from Greek, pronounced
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People’s Republic to this development.” Also, for the sharp-eyed, there is a Griffin
and a Mermaid on provincial arms included in some Polish military standards.
The Bookplate Journal, Spring 2013, in an essay
on German bookplates, has this lively Pegasus
paired with a racehorse, by Max Slevogt for Leo
Lewin, the owner of a textile factory in Breslau who
had made a lot of money during the war by selling
uniforms and had started collecting impressionist
art. The dark horse on the left refers to Lewin’s
stud; in the twenties his thoroughbreds won the
‘blue ribbon’ several times. The Pegasus
presumably alludes to the owner’s interest in the fine
arts (right). On another plate an allegorical female
said to be riding a unicorn, which is clearly a horse
fitted with a horn attached to the brow-band of the
bridle (the hooves are a dead giveaway), there is also
what may well be a Phoenix flying past in the
background (below).

skilla). One coin shows Scylla as part of the
decoration of Athena’s helmet. They are (left
to right) from Kymai (Cumae), c.430 BC;
Akragas (Acragas), c.240 BC; and Thourioi
(Thurium), c.390 BC. Coins from Herakleia
(Heraclea), c.340 BC, also show Scylla on
Athena’s helmet.
Scylla is a monster from Greek legend who
lived in a cave on the Straits of Messina,
between Sicily and mainland Italy. She is said
to have been a beautiful sea-nymph until
changed by the jealous Circe into a snapping,
barking monster, baying for its next meal.
Scylla (the name means whelp, bitch or cruel
woman) had six heads, each with three rows of teeth, and she usually lived on
dolphins, sea-dogs and other marine creatures. She did, however, also have a taste for
human flesh. Odysseus, according to Homer’s Iliad, was sailing through the Straits of
Messina one day. Rather than passing close to Charybdis, a giant whirlpool on the
other side of the straits (which would have meant
certain destruction for the ship and the entire crew)
he sailed nearer to Scylla thereby losing only six of
his crew. “Six succulent sailors for supper,” as
Robert E.Bell puts it. I wonder if Odysseus asked for
volunteers.
Scylla has been depicted in many different ways, but
often with one human head (and torso) and two or
three dogs’ upper bodies springing from her hips. Is
this the original dogsbody?
Above is a detail from a krater (deep bowl) signed by its painter, Asteas, and made in
Paestum, c.340 BC, showing Scylla (with her Greek name above) and Europa and the
bull.

Above are Scylla and Charybdis from a 1945 advertisement for sparking plugs (“Like
Ulysses, steering perilously between Scylla the six-headed monster and Charybdis the
ship-swallowing whirlpool, sparking plugs must find a nicely calculated middle way
between the opposite dangers of overheating and fouling.”) This is another of the
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ways in which the legend has been illustrated. [NB Ulysses is another name for
Odysseus. The artist is not named but the style is very much that of Eric Fraser. RB]

SOME DRAGON CARTOONS
The ODD STREAK from The Daily Mail, 26 April 2013 has this pair:

In heraldry, however, Scylla has been depicted (based on the form shown on the coins
and the krater painting) as a woman from the waist up with a long, writhing, fish’s
tail,
and two or three dogs’ upper bodies conjoined at her hips.
Notwithstanding the horrible deaths that Scylla visited on mariners, the Royal Navy
named five ships (in service between 1809 and 1993) after her. The badge assigned
to HMS Scylla in 1942 shows the eponym with two dogs, and a tail rather like that of
a Chinese dragon. The depiction on the badge is obviously based on the Akragas
coin, but it seems that the artist has mis-interpreted the fins. The ship’s motto is
Clara saevitia which means Of famous savagery, and is from Pliny the Elder’s
description of Scylla and Charybdis.
Heraldry is sprinkled with malevolent monsters which most people would never want
to encounter. However, just as Scylla has become the symbol of the terror which a
war-ship can bring down upon its foes, this particular creature could also find a place
in the arms or crest of an old salt who has endured the perils of the most dangerous of
navigation hazards.
To be between Scylla and Charybdis is to be in a predicament in which avoidance of
either of two dangers means exposure to the other – like being between the devil and
the deep blue sea.
So, if you are on a Mediterranean cruise and you are sailing through the Straits of
Messina, past the town of Scilla, make sure you have at least six more crew members
than the minimum that you need – just in case. And beware of Charybdis, which still
swallows and regurgitates the sea-water thrice daily.
To finish, here is Roger’s
own drawing of Scylla:-

…while the issue of 1st May had
this lively scene illustrating
symbolically an article on money
matters:

A CHEEKY CZECH (The Dragon, not St George)
Roger Seabury found this elegant innsign in Prague, and thought we should
see it.
JOURNAL SCAN
The New Zealand ARMORIST No
126 Autumn 2013 (i.e. April) apart
from Roger Barnes’ excellent essay on
Scylla, has a few of his drawings of a
Pelican vulning herself illustrating his
article on The Arms of Thomas Cranmer,
Archbishop of Canterbury.
Flagmaster No 146 (March 2013, but
came in May) has a Chinese Dragon
supporting the arms of the former colony
of Hong Kong on their Autonomy Flag,
with the comment, “It will be interesting
to see the attitude of the Chinese
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