“Angels of Death”
A Proposal of the Polish Winged Hussar 
Szyszak Helmet as a ‘Death Mask’

As a living historian re-enactor and historical researcher of Polish 16th and 17th century military history, specifically, regarding the winged hussars, with each new leaf overturned, like most others who share such an avid interest, I come upon another level of curious intrigue, as more and more research information becomes available from Poland, and from those who are kind enough to share their findings with those of us in the U.S.A., who do not have direct access to such source materials.
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That said, from my first gaze upon the curiously-designed and decorated Polish hussar helmets, whose looks are not rivaled by any other of their kind, one cannot help but begin to notice strange things, perhaps some based from reality, perhaps some from imagination. But if not for imagination, how would those who engage in psychological warfare come upon their great inventions, such as the usage of the ‘wings’ worn by the hussars themselves, except for knowing what scares an enemy down into his soul? What would remove the fight from an adversary on the battlefield, if not for using psychology on him, to further enhance your ability to appear awesome, terrifying, and inflict the utmost fear upon your enemy?

Over the years, we have seen or read about examples of how angels
© Nigel Carren.com, courtesy    who possess the most beautiful form when appearing in the
of London’s Imperial War         physical, can also instantly turn into the most terrifying-looking Museum.                                       image. Beauty and terror walking hand-in-hand. The ability to play upon the imagination of man and use it to ones’ advantage, in an attempt to imitate those immortal warriors of theological tales of many faiths.
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Back to the helmets of the Polish hussars…Consider, if you will, a helmet designed with such a decorative nasal-guard / faceplate, with elaborate cut-outs, that, when seen from a distance, seem to take on the appearance of a shiny, reaper-like skull, or, perhaps more appropriate, a ‘death-mask’. 
Figure 1: Example of a Polish hussar 'szyszak' helmet with 'death-mask' looking face plate.

Why this particular observation? Quite simply, many, are the contemporary examples in art, of angels, such as Michael the Archangel, clad in some form of battle-armor, wings menacingly spread, and wielding his sword…When taken into this context, it is not too difficult,  for one can not go too far to easily make a parallel of moving the formerly saddle-mounted wings of the hussars, and affix them to the actual back armor plates of the hussar knights in imitation, an homage, if you will, in an attempt to carry the message of God down upon the infidel, and become these ‘angels of death’. To further enhance this, when Polish King, Stefan Batory reorganized the Polish cavalry upon his election, he removed the general usage of the shield, which was replaced by the addition of an armored helmet as well as the body armor, like that of his personal retinue of his Transylvanian knights described in chapter thirteen of Norman Davies’s book ‘God’s Playground’:  ‘He (Batory) rode a Turkish charger, (into Poland) and wore a heron plume in his tall fur kolpak. He was attended by 500 Transylvanian knights, with leopard skins slung over their golden breastplates* …The royal army was also transformed…At the same time, the old jazda kopijnicza or ‘mounted spearmen’ were gradually replaced by the winged Husaria, one of the legendary formations of European battlefields over the next century.’
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Figure 2: Another example of 'death-mask' looking hussar helmet face plate.

With the imagination of one or two master armorers, elaborately shaping the nasal-bar/faceplate, and taking a few steps back away from the completed helmet with face-plate, the polished areas seem to become the silvery-white grinning face of that death-skull, and the dark, cut-outs for the eyes, now in the shadows under the brim of the helmet becoming the hollow sockets of the death-skull itself…
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Figure 3: Several examples of the 'death-mask’ look appearance of hussar helmet face-plates.

Magnify this by several hundred or several thousand screaming winged and armored cavalry on horseback, pennants swirling and snapping, charging full tilt at your position, and one can easily see how even a seasoned veteran infantryman or officer may experience wetting his pants… It can easily appear as if God’s Angels themselves were bearing down on your position, bringing sudden death with them. Perhaps this was something taken into consideration by our hussar ancestors and those who were responsible for the overall design of their look…spectacular, awe-striking, beautiful, and…deadly.
I began to notice this myself, when looking at extant examples of the Polish hussar helmets with their faceplates and stepping back to a distance from about 10 feet and beyond, and could not help but notice the remarkable resemblance to the skull-like mask of death. I submit, that with the touch of  a slight bit of imagination, as I have called to the attention many people and of our group’s members, who also noticed what I saw, I believe anyone can see for themselves, how the Polish winged hussars can appear to some, as the ‘Angels of Death’…

--Rik Sulima~Suligowski Fox ROP, ROJ, KCStS—
* Batory’s personal guard of Hussars, which were the forerunners of the Polish winged hussars, who were, ironically, forming in Poland, along similar parallel lines.

