                                 Polish Heraldry

(From The Suligowski Heraldic Research Library, transcribed by Rik Fox)

   The Heraldry of Poland is unique in Europe, because of their pre-heraldic runic signs, thought to be ancient clan property marks, which were absorbed into its heraldry, and adapted to form charges.  Some remained strictly geometrical charges of curved or straight lines, while others evolved into more conventional charges, such as crosses, lances, scythes, horseshoes, and crescents.  As well as being different in design, Polish heraldry is different in usage from that of Western Europe, due to the fact that Poland did not develop a fully fledged feudal system. 
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  Its aristocracy was organized into clans, which varied in size and importance; some contained hundreds of different families not related by blood.  Polish heraldry, as a result, has tribal characteristics not found elsewhere.  As a general rule, one clan had the same coat of arms for all its members.

   This clan system disintegrated in the sixteenth century, and different clans broke up into several family groupings, but all of them retained the original clan arms without brizures or cadency marks.  Nearly six hundred unrelated Polish families, for example, are known to bear the same arms of a horseshoe enclosing a cross. (Jastrzębiec).                                                                        Figure 1: Jastrzębiec Arms
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This is a situation unlike any other in Western Europe.  Indeed, it has been computed that of one thousand two hundred and thirty-eight coats of arms used by the Polish nobility, only seven hundred and forty-nine are individual ones belonging to one family.  The other four hundred and eighty-nine serve twenty-two thousand families!  Yet a select few,  like that of a black eagle and three diamonds (Sulima), are issued to a smaller, elite grouping of about some one hundred and twenty or so families.
Figure 2: Sulima Arms
   A second peculiarity of Polish heraldry is that each coat of arms had its own name, usually the ancient rallying cry or name of the clan. As a result, the need for blazoning did not exist in Poland. 
  There is very little foreign influence in Polish heraldry.  Quarterings, partition lines, and fantastic beasts are rarely found.  Hungarian heraldry, though like Polish heraldry in that it never uses quarterings, is by contrast, much more closely affected by Austrian and German heraldry.  But it, too, has particular national characteristics dictated by the history of the country. One of these is a preference for charges relating to the Turkish wars which lasted from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries. (…)  It has been calculated that fifteen per cent of all Hungarian armorial bearings incorporate a gory decapitated Turk’s head, usually with moustaches and a turban. 

   Sabres, swords, and lances brandished by arms in armor were also popular, and commemorated the warlike achievements of the Hungarian soldiers.  The frequent use of lions, bears and griffins, on the other hand, is supposed to have derived from the ancient tribal insignia of the Magyar nobility. (…)

   Russian heraldry developed late, and evolved under the external rather than internal forces.  It should be seen as an outwork of German and French heraldry rather than an indigenous creation of its own.  There was no medieval heraldry in Russia, and the simple divisions and charges of that period are absent. The earliest Russian heraldry is found in the west of the country, where the nobility started to adopt arms of the Polish type in the sixteenth century.  The widespread adoption of civic and noble heraldry in the country as a whole did not occur until the early eighteenth century, and was a manifestation of Peter the Great’s westernizing policy.

   Peter established an heraldic office under a Master of Heraldry at St. Petersburg in 1722 and imposed western-style arms on the nobles, either by adapting their traditional symbols and devices or by completely new grants. New nobles were granted arms as part of their ennoblement, and three hundred and fifty-five grants of arms to new titled families were made in the course of the eighteenth century.  As well as the shield, Russian arms comprised crests on western-style helmets worn affronte for old nobles and in profile with raised vizor by new ones.

Reference: “The Oxford Guide to Heraldry” Chapter II, pgs. 29-31, Pub.: Oxford University Press, 1988, Woodcock, Thomas-Somerset Herald, Robinson, John Martin-Maltravers Herald Extraordinary, 
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