
Project in one sentence 
Integrating auxiliary sciences into cultural 
history to reassess, contextualize, and open up 
the unilaterally studied medieval armorials. 
 

What’s new  
Approaching armorials as a historical 
phenomenon. They are studied in close 
relation to their material and historical 
contexts. Focus is not only on the coats of 
arms, but also on texts and images in order to 
understand the structures, contexts and 
functions of the armorials. They are regarded 
as potential means of communication. 

 

 
 

Additional information 

Research questions 

 What is an armorial? 

 How can current trends in medieval studies 
be applied to armorials to increase our 
understanding of them as a historical 
phenomenon? 

 Who made armorials in which forms and for 
what purposes? 

 How can armorials contribute to future 
research on medieval societies, politics and 
culture?  

Preliminary results 

 Armorials  are multiform → The appearance 
of armorials varies greatly, ranging from 
small to large and from rows of arms to 
complex presentations together with texts 
and images  

 Armorials are polyvalent →  They have a 
variety of functions, ranging from 
commemoration to political propaganda 
and glorification of noble ancestry 

 Armorials are ubiquitous → They are found 
in various social contexts, ranging from 
courts to cities and religious institutions, 
and they were not only made by heralds, 
but by a variety of persons 

 Armorials can benefit from and contribute 
to current research in medieval studies, 
such as text-image relations, and studies on 
material and visual culture 
 

 

 

 

 

Medieval armorials as a historical phenomenon 

What’s traditional 
Approaching armorials as heraldic auxiliary 
sources. Primary focus is on the formal 
description and identification of the coats of 
arms. Armorials are often studied isolated from 
their contexts and are used and perceived as 
mere registers of coats of arms. 
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Goals 

 Reassessing armorials 

 Gaining understanding of the structures, 
functions, and contexts of medieval 
armorials 

 Pulling armorials out of their heraldic niche 

 Opening armorials up for further research 

Methods 

 Source criticism → The important, and in 
heraldic studies often ignored, start of every 
study of a source is a critical assessment of 
dating, author and transmission history 

 Focus on texts → Armorials are often 
closely related to texts in the same or other 
manuscripts. Texts can provide valuable 
insights into the functions, perceptions and 
contexts of armorials 

 Visuality → Most armorials communicate 
visually. The visual presentation needs to be 
observed to understand how and what 
armorials conveyed. Furthermore, armorials 
can be a part of a broader visual culture 

 Materiality → Armorials are often complex 
manuscripts, with sections omitted, added, 
or altered. Codicological study is necessary 
to understand the production and 
development of the manuscripts. 
Furthermore, material analysis can provide 
insights into the use, contexts and purposes 
of the armorials 

 Historical context → Armorials are produced 
by particular people in particular contexts 
for particular purposes. This awareness is 
vital for perceiving, understanding and using 
armorials as a historical source 

The Schichtbuch (ca. 
1500), viewed through 
heraldic glasses. Coats of 
arms are seen isolated 
from their material and 
historical context 

The French royal coats of 
arms in the Grünenberg 
armorial (1480s) through 
heraldic glasses. Just the 
four coats of arms are 
perceived isolated from 
their material context 

New view on the coats of 
arms in the Schichtbuch 
(ca. 1500). They are 
studied together with the 
surrounding text, which 
points to the armorial’s 
commemorative function 
in the visual culture of 
the city (1) 

New view on the royal 
French coats of arms in 
the Grünenberg armorial 
(1480s). They are studied 
together with the texts 
and images, which 
suggest that the coats of 
arms are an essential part 
of a display of royal 
French authority (2) 

The 15th-century French Berry 
armorial is not a register of 
coats of arms. The introducing 
text by the maker of this large 
armorial indicates that this is a 
means to commemorate the 
French nobility (3) 

The armorial in the 15th-
century book of the chivalric 
order of St. Hubert is not just a 
list of the coats of arms of the 
members’ ancestors. It does 
more. The coats of arms serve 
as a proof of nobility of the 
members, which corresponds to 
the statutes in the beginning of 
the manuscript (4) 

In the 15th-century series of 
princes preceding Ulrich 
Füetrer’s Bavarian Chronicle, 
the coats of arms are not mere 
identifying signs. The Bavarian 
quarters in the invented arms 
stress the relation of the 
historical princes (such as 
Charlemagne in this image) to 
Bavaria, and they convey the 
political idea of dynastic 
continuity of the Bavarian 
Wittelsbach family (5) 
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