
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is a coat of arms? 
 
A coat of arms, more accurately known as an “achievement of arms,” is a symbol of an individuals’s identity and mark or 
status and noble rank. Coats of arms were first developed in the 1100s to identify opposing forces in battle, but they 
quickly became symbols of family pride. Strict rules regulate the appearance and arrangement of the various elements. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Quartered: If a woman has no brother, she inherits her family’s coat of 
arms. Her children then “quarter” their arms, with their father’s arms on the 
viewer’s upper left and lower right, and their mother’s on the viewer’s 
upper right and lower left. 

An unmarried woman or a widow displays her coat of arms on a lozenge, or 
diamond-shape, shield. 
 

Impaled: If both a husband and wife have the right to bear arms, two 
coats of arms are displayed on the same shield. The arms of the husband 
are on the viewer’s left, and those of the wife are on the viewer’s right. 

Additional symbols indicate other rankings, such as membership of the peerage; a second, third, or 
fourth son; or illegitimacy. 
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