Megan Tait, dracologist (as she signs herself) sent this drawing she had made of a
ram’s-horned dragon, a delightful addition to our menagerie and indicative of a really
imaginative talent (below).
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St Kieran’s Day 2007

An Armorial Medallion from Norfolk drawn by Steven Ashley

FROM THE POSTBAG

The College of Dracology for the Study of Fabulous Beasts
St Kieran was the Abbot of Clonmacnois who died in 548 AD on 9th September.
The copper-alloy medallion shown on the cover with the arms of France Ancient
between two delightful space-filling dragons, each with a pellet above it, features in
an article by Steven Ashley in The Coat of Arms No. 213 (“Spring 2007”). Just two
inches in diameter (49mm), it was found buried in the parish of Runcton Holme in
Norfolk in 2005, and was originally gilt with champleve enamelled background, as
indicated by the hatching – vertical for red and horizontal for blue – with traces of
turquoise round the rim, and dates from the fourteenth century.
Steven compares the dragon and pellet design with the ancient Chinese “Dragon
and Pearl” motif, and gives a very thorough but compact summary of the appearance
of dragons and pearls in ancient and mediaeval art, concluding that this combination
may have been imported to Europe from the Far East by way of decorated artefacts.
The article is a model of scholarship, and will be of great interest to all those who
are pursuing the origin of dragons in heraldry. Perhaps the dragons flanking shields
in round seals are not just artistic space-fillers, as has often been asserted, but have
some symbolic purpose. The tiniest clues, in this case the pair of pellets, can open
the eyes of the observant and imaginative investigator to whole new fields of
possibilities.
Steven is to be congratulated on his perceptive piece.
Also in the same issue of The Coat of Arms is an article by Jonathan Good,
“Argent a Cross Gules, The Origins and English Use of the Arms of Saint George”
which opens with this paragraph: “St George, in late-medieval western European
iconography, was commonly identified by two main attributes: a dragon, and a coat
of arms consisting of a white field with a plain red cross on it, the limbs of which are
of uniform width and which extend to touch the edge of the shield – that is, Argent a
cross gules. St George was usually shown killing the dragon with a sword or lance,
and bearing his arms on a shield, surcoat or banner; he was usually also dressed in
armour, was often mounted, and was sometimes accompanied by other details from
his vita as well, such as the princess he rescued, her sheep, her parents, or the
buildings and walls of their city Silene. Only very rarely, however, was he shown
without both his dragon and his coat of arms – if he was not shown with both, he was
usually shown with one or the other. A consensus exists that the Golden Legend, a
collection of saints lives composed by the Dominican archbishop of Genoa Jacobus
of Voragine in the 1260s, was the major source for the widespread western popularity
of the dragon story, and thus of St George’s dragon attribute, although both had made
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Robert Harrison sent a picture of a
wonderful clock he had seen in the
Roskilde Cathedral in Denmark. Of late
15th century construction, it has mechanical
figures which ring bells, and a mounted St
George who slays a dragon on every hour,
which then lets out a frightful wail, cleverly
contrived with a bellows and three out-oftune organ pipes. The clock face itself,
unusually, has a circuit of twenty-four
hours.
Brian Jeffs has sent the logo used to
advertise a beer he liked at his local pub,
called Dragon’s Milk Ale, brewed by the
New Holland Brewing Company in
Holland, Michigan, U.S.A. (right).

Roland Symons never fails to come up with a new RAF
badge, this time the blue wyvern pierced by a flash of
lightning of 89 Squadron,
granted in September 1944
(right). It was a night fighter
squadron that saw service in
North Africa, Malta, Sicily and
the Far East, and the badge
represents an evil monster being
struck down. The motto means
“By the help of God with my
own weapons.” Another one he
had sent earlier was for the
University of Wales Air
Squadron of the R.A.F.V.R,
with a Dragon (of course) waving a sword in front of an
open book, as you might expect (left).
Roland also sent this little cartoon (right), which
appeared soon after the award of a knighthood to a
controversial author which was supposed to have insulted
Muslims.
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Dragon Legends
John Selway kindly gave me
a copy of this paragraph,
taken from The English Year
by Roy Strong and Julia
Trevelyan Oman (Exeter,
1982):“The
festival
of
the
Rogations, anciently held on
the three days preceding
Ascension Day, were the
prime source of dragon
legends. During these days
the clergy, accompanied by
the church officers and
people, walked round the
boundaries
of
their
respective parishes; and at
certain prescribed spots
offered
up
prayers,
beseeching blessings on the
fruits of the earth, and
protection
from
the
malevolent spirit of all evil.
To a certain extent, the
custom is still observed in
many English parishes. In
the ancient processions,
there was always carried the
image of a dragon, the
emblem of the infernal spirit, whose overthrow was solicited from heaven, and whose
final defeat was attributed to the saint more particularly revered by the people of the
diocese or parish. On the third day of the processions, the dragon was stoned, kicked,
buffeted, and treated in a very ignominious, if not indecent manner. Thus every
parish had its dragon as well as its saint, with a number of dragon localities – the
dragon’s rock, the dragon’s well, &c., so named from being the spots where the
dragon was deposited, when the processions stopped for refreshment or prayer.”
If the dragon images were so badly treated, it is hardly surprising that so few have
survived. Beating the bounds is still carried out in our parish of Clent, but although
Saint Leonard, to whom our parish church is dedicated, is associated with a dragon
legend in Sussex (see No 38), no memory of such a connexion remains here in
Worcestershire.
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occasional appearances in the east in the previous century. And although St George’s
coat of arms would seemingly have come from the saint’s connection to the first
crusade, it now seems clear that the Golden Legend, on account of the Genoese origin
of its author, was partly responsible for it as well. The advent of St George’s cross
had important implications for the development of the saint’s cult, especially in
England.”
The remaining nine pages of the article deal exclusively with the coat of arms, and
the dragon gets no further mention, but there are illustrations of two rood screen
paintings, one from Filby Church, Norfolk (on the left) and the other from
Somerleyton Church in Suffolk, with rather engaging dragons, the one with two legs,
the other with four.
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More Fabulous Beasts from Scotland

…and from the Midlands

The latest issue of The Double Tressure (No. 29, 2006,
but published in August 2007) has an article by Gregory
Lauder-Frost on “Lauder Arms” with no less than six
full-page colour illustrations of variants of the arms of
the Lauder family, each centred on a Griffin segreant,
the simplest of which, for Ancient Lauder, is shown
here.

The Second Birmingham International Heraldry
Conference, held on 6th - 7th August in the City
Council Chamber on the theme of Contemporary
Grants of Arms 1952-2007 (that is, during the
reign of the present Monarch), featured, apart
from some old friends (see No 16), one novel
application of a Dragon in a crest, namely that
granted to Martyn Robert Purchase: Set astride a
Wheel Or a Dragon Gules, seen here in a drawing
by Robin Chubb. The wheel refers to the family’s
ancient connexion with the carriage-builders’
trade and more recent involvement with railways,
but also incorporates an ingenious pun, in that the
dragon has a good purchase on the wheel.

In the same issue, on page 85, is a small but highly
colourful illustration of the arms of Pirie-Gordon as
Bailiff Grand Cross of the Most Venerable Order of the Hospital of St John of
Jerusalem, with supporters, to the dexter, a magnificently chromatic Chinese Dragon,
and to the sinister, a Sea-horse Argent maned and unglued Or, bridled and trappinged
Gules, saddled Sable and tailed Vert (though the actual blazon is not given).
In Tak Tent No. 33 (July 2006) there was an illustration of the newly-granted arms of
Alan Watson, the Secretary of the Heraldry Society of Scotland, which has as a crest:
A dragon passant Vert holding an inescutcheon Gules. The little red shield is, of
course, the central charge in the arms of the Society, and is symbolic of Scottish
heraldry as such. His shield incorporates a novel line of partition, with a fess
brettessed the crenelles semicircular,
suggesting stamp perforations
to
represent his philatelic interests. The
Letters Patent are decorated with borders
of roses and thistles entwined and being
climbed by lots of little dragons, the
work of Yvonne Holton (one of our
members) and the arms were designed
and inspired by Leslie Hodgson
(another). Leslie’s preliminary sketch
for the crest is shown here (right). Alan
says that the choice of a Dragon for his
crest was mainly because he likes
fabulous beasts, but it represents his
professional life as a guardian of money.
Perhaps he should have chosen a Griffin,
a selfless guardian of gold, rather than
the Dragon, which was often portrayed
as a greedy hoarder of stolen treasure
rather than a responsible watcher over
wealth, but then maybe Scottish Dragons
are better behaved than most.
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