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Of Griffins, Lions, and Unicorns:
Zymurgical Heraldry in Britain and Abroad

by Lynn Pearson

The histories of beer, brewing, and heraldry have many interconnections. Heraldic imagery 
concerned with beer and brewing is first seen in the medieval era and has continued to appear in 
literary, architectural, and artistic contexts right up to the present day, where it makes an important 
contribution to our visual culture. Beer-related architectural imagery also has a significant 
presence in the public realm, but despite this has generally passed unnoticed by researchers. The 
broad technical term for the heraldry of beer is zymurgical heraldry, from zymurgy, the branch 
of chemistry that deals with fermentation by yeast. Thus zymurgical heraldry is the heraldry of 
beer and brewing, although it can of course also refer to the heraldry of wine and vinification: 
some work on heraldic sources of wine bottle label imagery has recently been carried out in the 
USA (and its effectiveness is considered in Daniel McCabe’s essay in this volume).1

 The term ‘zymurgical heraldry’ made its initial appearance in 2007, in a lecture given in 
New York which largely concentrated on beer-bottle label collecting (labology).2 The entry for 
zymurgical heraldry in the Oxford Companion to Beer (2012) promotes this interpretation and 
application.3 Along with work on inn signs and analysis of the arms of the Brewers’ Company, 
zymurgical heraldry has otherwise been little noticed. This is curious, since heraldic symbolism 
can be found throughout the brewing world, usually in the form of elements such as a supporter 
or crest, and sometimes a shield or motto, rather than a complete achievement. A brewery 
building might display an image derived from the local town’s coat of arms, or a supporter-like 
symbol relevant to the brewery’s name (Fig. 1). Beer-bottle labels and other advertising material 
carry similar images, while inn signs make even greater use of heraldry. This essay surveys the 
use of heraldry throughout the brewing industry in Britain, and compares its occurrence with 
zymurgical heraldry abroad. 

Early Inn and Brewery Signs
In the medieval period, brewing was generally a domestic activity, although ale was occasionally 
sold by ale-wives to the public.4 Its availability was signalled externally by the presence of a 
projecting branch, an ale-stake, above the alehouse doorway. An ale-stake is visible in the lower 
margin of a manuscript known as the Smithfield Decretals, illuminated in England around 1340; 
the illustration shows a hermit outside an alehouse.5 Ale-stakes were the earliest external signs 
indicating an inn or brewery.6 By the early fifteenth century it was commonplace for shops to 
have some identifying badge, often related to the trade being carried out within, just as inns 
had their pictorial signboards.7 The origin of these signs is rather obscure. One source was the 

1 John Shannon and Paul Campbell, ‘The Heraldry of Wine’, College of Arms Foundation, New York Genealogical 
and Biographical Society <http://www.coaf.us/activities13.html> [accessed 12 August 2015]. Paul Campbell and 
John Shannon, ‘Heraldry of Wine II’, College of Arms Foundation, New York Genealogical and Biographical Society 
<http://www.coaf.us/activities14.html> [accessed 12 August 2015]. 
2 David L. Smisek, ‘Zymurgical Heraldry: The Heraldry of Beer and Brewing’, College of Arms Foundation, New York 
Genealogical and Biographical Society < http://www.coaf.us/beerheraldry.doc> [accessed 12 August 2015]. For the 
origin of the term ‘labology’, see the homepage of the website of the Labologists’ Society, < http://labology.org.uk> 
[accessed 15 July 2014].
3 David L. Smisek, ‘Zymurgical Heraldry’, in The Oxford Companion to Beer, ed. by Garrett Oliver (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 867–8.
4 Judith M. Bennett, Ale, Beer, and Brewsters in England: Women’s Work in a Changing World, 1300–1600 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 18–21.
5 London, British Library, Royal 10 E IV fol. 114v.
6 Geoff Brandwood, Andrew Davison, and Michael Slaughter, Licensed to Sell: The History and Heritage of the Public 
House (Swindon: English Heritage, 2011), pp. 2–4, 8.
7 Jacob Larwood and John Camden Hotten, English Inn Signs (Exeter: Blaketon Hall, 1985), pp. 2–4.
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Fig. 1: The former Dorchester Brewery (1880–1, rebuilt 1923, now part of the Brewery Square development) 
displays the town’s coat of arms on its brewhouse. 

Fig. 2: The Black Lion (1974), Brighton, shows how a sixteenth-century brewhouse might have looked.
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practice of medieval merchants taking in paying guests: the arms of regular noble visitors would 
then be displayed outside the house.8 Indeed Francis Russell, second Earl of Bedford (1526/7–
85), carried with him several dozen ‘logyng skochyons’ (lodging escutcheons) when travelling 
to France in January 1561.9 Another source of imagery was the location of the inn; the sign 
might show the arms of the relevant Lord of the Manor. At this point most of the population 
was illiterate, so a sign was necessary to distinguish one inn from another. It was normally fixed 
directly to the building, or suspended from an iron bar protruding from the inn.
 For the purpose of identification, early commercial breweries also had individual badges 
or emblems. One of the first to be named was the Hour Glass Brewery in London, founded before 
1431; by the early nineteenth century its brewhouse weather vane included an hourglass.10 The 
first explicitly heraldic (albeit vernacular) brewery name was the Red Lion Brewery (later Hoare 
& Co) at St Katherine’s, London, just east of Tower Hill, which was founded in the later fifteenth 
century as a riverside beerhouse.11 The Red Lion was already widely popular as an inn name, 
probably because of its ubiquity as an heraldic badge in armigerous families.12 There are few 
images of these early breweries, although what is now the Black Lion public house in Brighton 
was rebuilt in 1974 as a facsimile of the original mid-sixteenth-century Black Lion Brewery; it 
displays a black lion both as a weather vane and as a hanging signboard (Fig. 2).

The Brewers’ Company
The guild of London’s brewers was incorporated as the Brewers’ Company in 1437, and was first 
granted arms in 1468.13 Its arms comprised the traditional brewers’ garbs and casks, together with 
the arms of the See of Canterbury and Thomas Becket (1120?–70), the unofficial patron saint of 
British brewers.14 In 1544 its heraldically incorrect coat of arms was replaced, largely to avoid 
the previous display of colour on colour. The new grant dispensed with the overt references to 
Canterbury and Becket, but retained the garbs and casks, and is blazoned as: Gules on a chevron 
engrailed argent three kilderkins sable hooped or between three pairs of barley garbs in saltire of 
the same. A crest was also granted (Fig. 3) in the form of a dark-skinned woman holding ears of 
barley; a subtle reference to Becket whose mother was said to have been a Saracen.15

 The Company’s new coat of arms was used when their early fifteenth-century Hall was 
rebuilt between 1670 and 1673, although in an incorrect form above the main entrance: the 
chevron had straight rather than engrailed borders.16 Their modern Hall (erected between 
1958 and 1960), however, displays the arms and crest prominently and correctly (Figs 4–5).17 
The arms also appear correctly on Brewers’ Buildings, a set of model dwellings erected by the 

8 Robert Saunders, ‘Innsignia’, The Coat of Arms, 2 (1953), p. 220.
9 The Diary of Henry Machyn Citizen and Merchant-Taylor of London (1550–1563), ed. by J. G. Nichols (London: 
Camden Society, 1848), p. 248. The Diary of Henry Machyn <http://www.british-history.ac.uk/camden-record-soc/
vol42/pp247-262> [accessed 5 February 2015].
10 The Brewing Industry: A Guide to Historical Records, ed. by Lesley Richmond and Alison Turton (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 103.
11 Victoria Hutchings, The Red Lion Brewery: Hoare & Co (London: Umbria Press, 2013), pp. 11, 129.
12 Martyn Cornell, 5 December 2007, ‘The inn-significance of the Red Lion’, Zythophile Blog, <http://zythophile.
wordpress.com/2007/12/05/the-inn-significance-of-the-red-lion/> [accessed 6 April 2014].
13 Terence Paul Smith, ‘A Confusion of Arms: the Shield of the Brewers’ Company’, The Coat of Arms, 1 (2005),  
pp. 37–8.
14 Smith, ‘A Confusion of Arms’, pp. 38–9.
15 Jonathan Good, ‘London Guild and Diocesan Heraldry during the Reformation’, The Coat of Arms, 12 (1997),  
96–102.
16 Smith, ‘A Confusion of Arms’, p. 44.
17 Philip Ward-Jackson, Public Sculpture of the City of London (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003), p. 3. 
Brewers’ Hall stands on Aldermanbury Square. To the east, on Devonshire Square, is the late seventeenth-century 
Coopers’ Hall, home of the Worshipful Company of Coopers. Above its entrance is the coat of arms of the company, 
which includes elements used in the trade. The Coopers’ arms may also be seen as a stained glass roundel, dating 
from about 1950, in the Church of St Dunstan and All Saints, Stepney High Street; the Mercers’ and Vintners’ arms 
are also represented in the church.
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Fig. 3: A Wills’s cigarette card issued in 1913  
by Imperial Tobacco depicting  
the Brewers’ Company arms.

Fig. 5: The Brewers’ Company crest at Brewers’ Hall, in the form of 
the 60cm (2ft) high Maiden Keystone, carved by Charles Wheeler 

(1892–1974). 

Fig. 4: The arms of the Brewers’ Company
at Brewers’ Hall, London.
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Brewers’ Company in Islington between 1871 and 1883 
(Figs 6–7). Pub signs and tokens not directly connected 
to the guild also display the Company’s arms, including 
the 1796 halfpenny token issued by the Vine Brewery 
at Tenterden, Kent (Fig. 8). This type of probably 
unauthorized use was doubtless intended to add status 
to the local brewery. 

Inn Signs and More in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries
Inn signs had grown considerably by the seventeenth 
century, with some stretching right across the road in 
a ‘gallows’ form.18 One such, that of the White Hart at 
Scole, Norfolk, was reputedly the most expensive sign 
ever made and described as ‘the noblest sighnepost 
in England’.19 The otherwise unknown James Peck, a 
Norwich wool merchant, built the White Hart, Scole, 
and its sign in 1655 to take advantage of the town’s 
coaching trade as Scole lay at the junction of two 
important routes — London to Norwich, and Great Yarmouth to the Midlands.20 The wooden 
sign (carved by one Fairchild) cost £1,057 and bore twenty-five figures and fourteen coats of 
arms, including those of Peck and his wife.21 It is impossible to say whether heraldic inaccuracies 
to be found in images of the sign were artistic licence or errors in the carving of the sign itself. 
 Towards the end of the seventeenth century Randle Holme (1627–99) of Chester, 
considered in Andrew Gray’s contribution to this volume, published part of his vast  
Academy of Armory (1688), an encyclopedia of heraldry which attempted to encompass the 

18 Larwood and Hotten, English Inn Signs, p. 10. Fewer than a dozen ‘gallows’ signs survive; Brandwood, Davison 
and Slaughter, Licensed to Sell, p. 124.
19 Larwood and Hotten, English Inn Signs, pp. 69–70.
20 One James Peck was born in Ingham, Suffolk, on 9 September 1625, while another married on 22 April 1632 in 
Norwich. James Peck of the Scole Inn may have been either of these candidates.
21 M. J. Armstrong, History and Antiquities of the County of Norfolk (Norwich: J. Crouse for M. Booth, 1781), II, p. 
143; ‘White Hart Inn, Scole’, Notes and Queries, 20 (16 March 1850), p. 323. The Scole Inn still stands today, but its 
sign was taken down by an early nineteenth-century landlord due to the rising cost of its upkeep.

Fig. 7: Detail of the Brewers’ 
Company arms.

Fig. 6: One of the three blocks of model dwellings forming Brewers Buildings in 
Rawstorne Street, Islington.

Fig. 8: The obverse of a copper token from 
the Vine Brewery of Tenterden showing the 

Brewers’ Company arms. 
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whole world of objects and describe them in heraldic fashion.22 Holme included a detailed 
account of brewing equipment in his Academy, along with illustrations, and he also referred 
to the arms of the brewers’ and coopers’ companies. The charges described in his third book 
include several tools. One real or imaginary coat of arms was described by Holme as follows: ‘He 
beareth Azure, a Brewers Mash in Bend sinister, surmounted of a Scoop salterwise, Or’. The arms 
of a family called Kilderkin (a size of beer cask) Holme blazoned as: ‘Vert a Rundlet with 3 Leaves 
out of the Bung Or’. The reliability of Holme’s knowledge of brewing is unclear, although he was 
apparently an innkeeper at some point prior to publishing his Academy.23

 Another curious use of heraldry in this context comes in an anonymous print published 
around 1740 satirizing innkeepers’ over-charging for beer (Fig. 9).24 Entitled The Publican’s Coat 
of Arms Explain’d and Figure’d, it sold for 3d at a time of ongoing licensing reform. The complex 
etching has a blazon which reads: 

The Field charg’d in chief with a Device Brewer proper with Gauge, drawn by a Lion & Horse, 
Cowardised & Dragooned, Cornish Carrion Crow pecking him for raising ye Beer above ye 
Act. Dexterbase point a Granedier Eras’d, Sinisterbase Do. Bunter Erased. Over the Colours 
Tankard Argent, Head Murry, Crest Bucks Head Attired, furnish’d with 6 Antlers Supported by 
Landlady and Landlord Who rais’d the Beer; being Constable grinds the Poor.

22 Randle Holme, The Academy of Armory (Chester: Printed for the author, 1688).
23 Peter Dyer, ‘Randle Holme and 17th-Century Brewing, Malting and Coopering Terminology’, Brewery History 
Society Journal, 126 (2007), 62–73.
24 F. G. Stephens, Catalogue of Political and Personal Satires in the Department of Prints and Drawings in the British 
Museum (London: British Museum Publications, 1870); British Museum, ‘The Publican’s Coat of Arms Explain’d 
and Figure’d’, < http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId
=3072364&partId=1&subject=17012&sortBy=&page=1> [accessed 9 April 2014].

Fig. 9: Anonymous print entitled The Publican’s Coat of Arms Explain’d and Figure’d, 
published around 1740. © The Trustees of the British Museum.
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Partly hatched, the shield represents the heraldically incorrect combination of blue in the 
upper portion with black and red beneath. The text beneath the shield revealed that the author 
intended to produce a second print in the same style: ‘next will be the Brewers Arms’. However 
this appears never to have been published. 
 At this point in the eighteenth century, pictorial inn signs were almost universal in 
Britain, often complete with lavish wrought ironwork, and frequently carrying heraldic badges 
such as the crown or swan.25 The opulent ironwork might cost several hundred pounds, and could 
support a sign protruding from the inn or be part of a self-supporting sign standing in front of 
the building. The quality of inn-sign ironwork, according to early twentieth-century historian 
J. Starkie Gardner, ranged from rustic, ‘quaint enough to pass for medieval’, to extremely high 
quality with ‘workmanship so far peculiar to certain London churches’.26

Industrial-Scale Breweries
Brewhouses, too, required some form of symbolic 
identification. Peter Mathias notes that ‘all large 
breweries had a special device’ — although initially 
this was more likely to be used on a trade card than 
on the building itself; advertising, as such, came 
later.27 We know the reasons behind the choice of 
symbol in some cases, but others remain a mystery. 
The premises of brewer Truman, Hanbury, Buxton 
was established in London’s Black Eagle Street 
around 1679, thus becoming the Black Eagle 
Brewery (Fig. 10).28 Samuel Watlington (whom we 
know only from his trade card) took the white hart as 
the insignium for his brewhouse at 25 Fleet Market, 
London, perhaps during the early eighteenth 
century, while the trade mark of Whitbread’s, who 
brewed at Chiswell Street, London, from 1750, was 
a hind’s head, the crest from one of the family’s coats 
of arms.29 
 These early London brewery names either 
relate directly to location (the Golden Lane Brewery, 
for instance), or are defined by a symbol, sometimes 
heraldic. Although exploitation of brands and 
trademarks was still in the future, brewers did 
begin to provide promotional signboards for their 
pubs around 1810.30 One early nineteenth-century 
brewery that did make more of its heraldic emblem 
was Goding’s Lion Brewery, built beside the Thames 
in 1837 on a site where the Festival of Britain would 
eventually be held. The massive lion, made of Coade 
stone (the Coade manufactory was close to the 
25 Larwood and Hotten, English Inn Signs, p. 15.
26 J. Starkie Gardner, English Ironwork of the XVIIth and XVIIIth Centuries (London: Batsford, 1911), pp. 292–9.
27 Peter Mathias, The Brewing Industry in England 1700–1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959),  
p. 136.
28 Trumans the Brewers 1666–1966: The Story of Truman Hanbury Buxton & Co Ltd London & Burton (London: 
Truman Hanbury Buxton & Co Ltd, 1966), pp. 7–8.
29 British Museum, ‘Trade card of Samuel Watlington, White Hart Brewery’, <http://www.britishmuseum.org/
research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3381450&partId=1&searchText=brewery&
images=true&page=1> [accessed 10 April 2014]. Berry Ritchie, An Uncommon Brewer: The Story of Whitbread 
1742–1992 (London: James & James, 1992), p. 65.
30 Mathias, Brewing Industry, pp. 137–8.

Fig. 10: A symbolic black eagle mounted on the 
stables (1836–7) at Truman, Hanbury, Buxton’s 

Black Eagle Brewery, Spitalfields.
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brewery), stood on top of the brewery’s riverside frontage and was highly visible (Figs 11–12).31 
It presaged the ornamental breweries of the late nineteenth-century building boom and their 
explicit use of trademarks and other brand symbolism.32

Brewery Architecture in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries
By the early twentieth century most towns and cities throughout Britain had one or more local 
brewery. We may obtain a rough idea of the total number which took heraldic names from 
the Brewery History Society’s directory, which lists around 10,500 breweries in all.33 In the 
bestiary we find dolphins, dragons, eagles, falcons, griffins, lambs, lions, peacocks, rams, swans, 
unicorns, and more, the lion being the most popular heraldic animal, followed by the eagle and 
the phoenix. Although the vast majority of breweries were named after their owners or locations, 

31 Alison Kelly, Mrs Coade’s Stone (Upton-upon-Severn: Self Publishing Association, 1990), p. 262.
32 Lynn Pearson, Built to Brew: The History and Heritage of the Brewery (Swindon: English Heritage, 2014),  
pp. 99–102.
33 Norman Barber, A Century of British Brewers Plus Plus, 1890–2012, ed. by Mike Brown, Ray Farleigh, and Ken 
Smith (New Ash Green: Brewery History Society, 2012), pp. 214–66.

Fig. 11: The Coade stone lion was removed from Goding’s Lion Brewery, 
Lambeth, in 1949, prior to demolition of the brewery.

Fig. 12: Since 1966 the Goding’s lion has stood at the east end of Westminster Bridge.



Lynn Pearson

107

183 (1.7 per cent of the total) bore animal names, including variations such as lions described 
as red, black, white, and gold. Taking a broader view of heraldic names, we may include Albion, 
Britannia, crown, royal, and Victoria; this takes the percentage of heraldically-named breweries 
to 4.4 per cent. 
 These names are reflected in brewery architecture, for instance on the brewhouse of 
Robinson’s Unicorn Brewery in Stockport (Fig. 13). The brewery’s name references the early 
eighteenth-century Unicorn Inn, Stockport, which eventually became the brewery. A similar 
transference of name from an older inn on the same site, with its symbolic heraldic identification, 
is probably the reason behind many heraldic brewery names.34 Of course, trademarks 
were even more frequently depicted on buildings, as with the gazelle at Cain’s Brewery in 
Liverpool and the ironwork falcon and hops at Butler’s Springfield Brewery in Wolverhampton  
(Figs 14–15). Elsewhere, breweries combined trademarks with local arms in architecture, for 
instance at Eldridge Pope’s Dorchester Brewery, Dorset, where the brewery’s ‘EP’ monogram 
appeared above the town arms on the exterior of the brewhouse, and on four shields at the 
chimney base; the town arms also appeared alone elsewhere, in a cartouche. A carved stone 
version of the town arms of Newark-on-Trent, Nottinghamshire, was sited above an oriel 
window on the office façade of the town’s Northgate Brewery (Figs 16–17). 
 Trademarks, lettering, and imagery were all used by brewers’ architects to decorate the 
ornamental breweries built towards the end of the nineteenth century.35 The brewhouse was 
often topped by an ironwork crown including the name or trademark, while elaborate terracotta 
(externally) and ceramic tiles and mosaics (internally) repeated brewery monograms and 
emblems. Offices in particular could be ornate, in order to impress potential customers, with 
ostentatious displays of woodwork and colourful tiling.

34 Lynn Pearson, The History of Robinson’s Brewery (Hale: MNC Publishing, 1997), p. 12.
35 Pearson, Built to Brew, p. 99.

Fig. 13: The late 1920s brewhouse at Robinson’s Unicorn Brewery, Stockport, with its glazed
terracotta trademark unicorn. 
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Fig. 14: A trademark gazelle (minus one of its horns) dating from 1902 at Cain’s Brewery, Liverpool. 

Fig. 15: Detail of the gateway at the former Springfield Brewery, Wolverhampton, showing
the symbolic falcon and hops.
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Fig. 17: The 1890 offices at the Northgate Brewery, Newark-on-Trent, bear the town’s arms
with their otter and beaver supporters.

Fig. 16: The chimney at Eldridge Pope’s Dorchester Brewery shows one of several
variations on ‘EP’ within a shield to be found at the site. 
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Pub Signage in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries
Naturally, brewery trademarks also appeared on the pubs of their licensed estates. Several of 
these take a somewhat fantastical view of heraldry, which does not necessarily reduce their 
effectiveness as publicity. The Birkenhead Brewery’s shield topped by its trademark liver bird 
appears at their Pier Hotel in Birkenhead (Fig. 18). Phipps of Northampton took the town’s 
coat of arms and turned it into a crest, which became their trademark; it appears on the former 
Scotgate Inn (1871) in Stamford (Fig. 19). Eldridge Pope used an elaborate tiled version of their 
‘EP’ monogram to welcome customers into the Branksome Arms (1905) in Bournemouth, while 
the trademark of Greenall Whitley’s Wilderspool Brewery in Warrington was a white shield with 
a black bar, perhaps derived from one of the family’s arms, topped by a woman in ancient dress 
(Figs 20–21).
 Pub signs went into a decline during the nineteenth century, as the rise of literacy meant 
that the public could now read advertising boards. For urban pubs this resulted in façades 
bearing a plethora of boards listing what was available.36 However, many country pubs did retain 
their signs, and pictorial signs enjoyed a resurgence in popularity between the two World Wars, 
when some brewers employed artists specifically to paint them.37 Ornate ironwork remained in 
demand, and specialist firms grew up to supply pubs with all their signage, including coats of 
arms and other heraldic emblems where relevant.38

 Heraldry-based pub signs may be roughly grouped into those which refer to family, to 
place, or to heraldic symbol, although these categories overlap and we could also add a certain 
amount of brewers’ fancifulness. An unusual example of a family-related sign may be found 
at the Ossington Arms (1882) in Newark-on-Trent, which began life as a temperance hotel 
36 Brandwood, Davison and Slaughter, Licensed to Sell, p. 123.
37 Ibid., pp. 123–5.
38 Michael Jones, Time, Gentlemen, Please! Early Brewery Posters in the Public Record Office (Kew: Public Record 
Office, 1997), p. 69.

Fig. 18: Birkenhead Brewery’s trademark in prime position on the stoneware façade of 
the early twentieth-century Pier Hotel, Birkenhead.
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Fig. 19: A locally-made terracotta version of the Phipps Brewery trademark at the former Scotgate Inn, Stamford.

Fig. 20: Eldridge Pope tiling, dating from around 1905, in 
the porch of the Branksome Arms, Bournemouth.

Fig. 21: A Wilderspool Brewery plaque on the 
Exchange Hotel, Bellstone, Shrewsbury.
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masquerading as a seventeenth-century inn. It was 
built for Charlotte, Viscountess Ossington (1806–
89), widow of (John) Evelyn Denison, first Viscount 
Ossington (1800–73), who died in 1873 having 
been granted the arms only the year before.39 Its 
sign shows these short-lived arms within a curving, 
diamond-shaped setting, suggesting a lozenge, a 
sign of a woman’s arms, in this context suggesting 
widowhood (Fig. 22). Signs related to place were 
particularly popular after the Second World War, 
when corporation arms were more frequently used 
for pub signage.40

 A fine example of a sign using a purely 
heraldic symbol is the Spread Eagle at Thame in 
Oxfordshire. Although resembling an eighteenth-
century ironwork sign, it was erected on a post in 
front of the inn during 1926.41 The sign itself dates 
from 1923 and was initially hung from the front of 
the inn.42 Its depiction of the symbolic bird was based 
on a sketch by the Spread Eagle’s famous innkeeper 
John Fothergill (1876–1957), and painted by the artist 
Dora Carrington (1893–1932).43 Although the Spread 
Eagle Hotel is designated grade II*, the sign itself is 
not listed, although it gains some protection from 
standing in a conservation area.44

 It is possible to make a rough estimate of the number of heraldic pub signs in existence. 
In 2013 there were 48,006 pubs in the UK, and even though around 1,500 closed in 2014, and 
closures continue, this still leaves us with about 46,500 pubs.45 However, the percentage displaying 
signs is unknown; a low estimate based on visual evidence acquired during the author’s research 
into pubs and breweries is about sixty per cent, i.e. approximately 28,000 pub signs. The Inn Sign 
Society’s archives show that about one in ten signs has a broadly heraldic theme.46 This suggests 
that c.2,800 surviving pubs have heraldic signs, and thus are a substantial contribution to our 
heraldic architectural heritage.

39 Robert Saunders, ‘More Innsignia’, The Coat of Arms, 5 (1958), 12–14.
40 Saunders, ‘Innsignia’, pp. 261–64.
41 John Fothergill, An Innkeeper’s Diary (London: Faber and Faber, 1987), pp. 43–4. See ‘Spread Eagle Sign’, Geograph, 
<http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/256984> [accessed 15 July 2014].
42 Fothergill, Innkeeper’s Diary, pp. 43–4.
43 Ibid., pp. 43–4.
44 National Heritage List for England, ‘The Spread Eagle Hotel’, list entry number 1047984. Thame Conservation 
Area was designated on 2 December 1969 (revised 19 October 1993). See South Oxfordshire District Council, 
Thame Conservation Area Character Appraisal (2006), <http://www.southoxon.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Thame_
CACA.pdf> [accessed 6 February 2015].
45 ‘Statistics’, British Beer and Pub Association, <http://www.beerandpub.com/statistics> [accessed 6 February 
2015]; and Mike Berry, ‘Net Figures show 29 Pubs per Week Closing’ The Publican’s Morning Advertiser,  
23 January 2015, <http://www.morningadvertiser.co.uk/General-News/CGA-CAMRA-pub-closure-figures> 
[accessed 6 February 2015].
46 ‘Archives update’, The Inn Sign Society, <http://www.innsignsociety.com/archives_files/1401_Index.pdf> 
[accessed 26 February 2014]. The database comprises 18,681 British inn signs; of these, approximately 1,690 have 
an heraldic theme. Although there is some double-counting in the database (which is often updated), the rough 
figure of one in ten signs with an heraldic design seems reasonable. The Inn Sign Society suggests the Red Lion as 
the most common pub name, with eight out of the twenty most frequent names having an heraldic connection.

Fig. 22: Lavish ironwork at the former 
Ossington Arms in Newark-on-Trent.
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Coats of Arms and Pub Signs
Even heraldically specific pub signs may have only tenuous links with the names of the 
establishments to which they are attached. The sign of the Warrington Hotel, rebuilt around 
1900 on Warrington Crescent in Maida Vale, London, refers to Sir Thomas Rolls Warrington 
(1851–1937). He appears to have no connection with either pub or area, but was probably 
chosen as his arms (Fig. 23) make a striking sign.47 The Chadwick Arms at Hill Ridware, in 
the Trent valley west of Burton in Staffordshire, is said to have the most quarterings of any inn 
sign, forty-seven in this case.48 Many signs relate to the Royal Family, for example the King and 
Queen in Brighton, with its signboard and assorted heraldic symbols in a mock Tudor setting  
(Fig. 24). More unusually, the Spanish Royal Arms appear in stained glass in a window of the 
former General Gordon pub in Nelson, Lancashire. The window, dating perhaps to c.1900 and 
designed to be viewed from outside, advertises local brewer John Kenyon and his status as a 
supplier ‘by appointment’ to Spain’s Royal Family.49 We do not know how he achieved his royal 
warrant. The arms of the Brewers’ Company can also be found on nineteenth- and twentieth-
century pub signs, although not always interpreted correctly (Fig. 25).

 The preference for signs showing coats of arms seems to have begun during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as signs themselves began to regain their former 
popularity. It did not appeal to all: ‘Not only do we meet constantly with arms of families 
nobody ever heard of, nor cares to hear about, but all sorts of impossible “Arms” are invented’ 
as Jacob Larwood and John Camden Hotten, historians of inn signage put it, referring to the 
‘curious notion that every inn sign must be the “arms” of somebody or something’.50 The fashion 
produced many heraldically accurate signs — for instance the Skinners Arms near King’s Cross, 
London — but also some splendidly bogus inventions, like the Grand Junction Arms in north 
London (Fig. 26).

47 Stephen Plowman, ‘Lord Warrington and the Warrington Hotel, Maida Vale’, Heraldry Online Blog <http://
heraldryonline.wordpress.com/2014/04/13/warrington> [accessed 15 July 2014].
48 B. J., ‘Do you Know of a Larger One?’, Heraldry Gazette, 126 (2012), p. 2.
49 ‘Aspects of Royal Heraldry: The Arms of Spain’, Lancashire Heraldry Group <http://heraldry.9f.com/royal.html> 
[accessed 14 April 2014].
50 Larwood and Hotten, English Inn Signs, pp. 20, 80.

Fig. 23: The signboard at the Warrington Hotel, Maida Vale, was probably installed towards
the end of the twentieth century.
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Fig. 24: The massive King and Queen public house in Brighton was rebuilt during the 1930s by local architects 
Clayton & Black.

Fig. 25: A liberal interpretation of the Brewers’ Company arms on the pub sign at the Brewers Arms,  
Berwick-upon-Tweed. 
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 A recent survey of cricketing inn signs 
revealed that in fifty-four occurrences of the 
Cricketers Arms, only five signs included 
heraldic material, in all cases what might be 
termed creative or inventive heraldry.51 And 
some heraldic pub names may offer an intrinsic 
choice of sign, as at the Percy Arms in Newcastle 
upon Tyne. Its former sign combined elements 
of the arms of the local Barony of Percy and the 
Earldom of Northumberland. The oldest version 
of the Percy arms, those of the House of Percy, 
were chosen instead when the sign was updated 
in the early twenty-first century, perhaps to 
emphasize the traditional nature of the pub 
(Fig. 27). Also curious is the case of the late 
nineteenth-century pub, the Oxford Arms in 
Camden Town, London, which shows the arms 
of the City of Oxford on its sign. However, the 
arms displayed externally on the top floor, and 
also inside the porch, date from the eighteenth 
century, and are those of Robert Harley, Earl 
of Oxford and Earl Mortimer (1661–1724), 
although the titles became extinct in 1853; 
the reason behind the pub name is unknown  
(Fig. 28).52

51 Anthony Collis and Geoff Wellsteed, Inns and Outs (Stourbridge: Square Leg, 2010), pp. 78–9.
52 Streets of Camden Town, ed. by Steven Denford and F. Peter Woodford (London: Camden History Society, 2003), 
p. 22. See also Stephen Plowman, ‘18th Century Arms — Earl of Oxford and Earl Mortimer’, Heraldry Online 

Fig. 26: The signboard of the Skinners Arms in 
London displays the arms as they were granted in 

1634.

Fig. 27: The recently installed sign at the Percy Arms, 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, shows the arms of

the House of Percy.

Fig. 28: The porch tile panel at the Oxford Arms in 
Camden Town was the work of London tile painting 

firm W. B. Simpson & Sons.
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Trademarks and Beyond
Much fun could be had with completely invented heraldic trademarks, like that of Fox & Sons’ 
Oak Brewery from Farnborough in Kent, dated 1904; two foxes support a shield bearing three 
fox heads, while another fox head appears on the label of the bottle forming the crest.53 Guinness 
first used their harp device, a long-standing symbol of Ireland, in 1862; it also appeared in 
the advertisment for Guinness published in The Coat of Arms in July 1958, complete with a 
witty blazon including ‘toucan rampant’ and ‘a sealion purpure bearing above all a Guinness 
triumphant’.54

 In the same vein was the advertising campaign run by Bedford brewers Wells and Young 
during 2009. It featured their Bombardier ale — at that time English Heritage’s official beer 
— as a ‘shield’ at the centre of three different coats of arms comprising assorted English icons, 
with the motto ‘Drink of England’.55 The various arms included everything from sausages and 
a teapot to Queen Victoria and a football, while the shield-shaped Bombardier bottle label is 
based on St George’s cross. The colourful posters brought a witty modern version of heraldry to 
a mass audience. Finally, away from the brewery, the ironwork of the Hop Exchange (1868) in 
Southwark, London, shows several examples of the rampant white horse, a traditional symbol of 
Kent, where hops were grown (Fig. 29).

Blog, <http://heraldryonline.wordpress.com/2011/05/24/18th-century-arms-earl-of-oxford-and-earl-mortimer/> 
[accessed 15 July 2014].
53 Jones, Time, Gentlemen, Please!, p. 77.
54 ‘Guinness is Always Heralded with Delight’, The Coat of Arms, 5 (1958), p. iii. See also Andrew Cusack, 24 April 
2009, ‘Guinness: Advertising with Imagination’, Andrew Cusack Blog <http://www.andrewcusack.com/2009/04/24/
guinness-heraldry> [accessed 12 December 2013].
55 Martin Davies, ‘A Brewer’s Arms for England’, Heraldry Gazette, 112 (2009), p. 11. The posters were designed by 
the artist David Lawrence.

Fig. 29: The entrance to the Hop Exchange, Southwark, showing Kent’s symbolic white 
horse decorating exterior and interior ironwork.



Lynn Pearson

117

Beer and Heraldry Abroad
The Oxford Companion to Beer found that about twenty per cent of the 500 bottle labels shown 
in Michael Jackson’s Great Beer Guide (2000) displayed coats of arms.56 Repeating this exercise 
using a guide published in 2008 gave a lower result, with sixteen per cent of the 840 beers featured 
including a coat of arms, perhaps because the presence of modern microbreweries, lacking 
traditional links with their localities, was a significant factor.57 However, if British and American 
beers are excluded, the figure rises to twenty-five per cent, while a coat of arms appeared on 
forty-three per cent of German beer labels and forty-seven per cent of those from the Czech 
Republic.
 These figures mainly relate to geography but also sometimes to a family connection. 
Beck’s, for example, brew in Bremen, and their label depicts a mirror image of the key which is a 
prominent part of the city’s arms. The Bavarian State Brewery Weihenstephan, from Freisig, uses 
a label displaying the Bavaria’s fusilly in bend argent and azure, while the Löwenbräu lion symbol 
originated from a fresco in their Munich brewhouse (Fig. 30). Spaten, also from Munich, use 
a coat of arms based on a spade or malt shovel, a pun on the name of seventeenth-century 
brewery owners the Spatt family; it also includes the initials of the early nineteenth-century 
owner Gabriel Sedlmayr the elder (1772–1839) (Fig. 31). In the Czech Republic, the arms of 
the city of Pilsen (Plzeň), where Pilsner Urquell is brewed, appear on its labels. The brewery and 
civic versions of arms need not be identical to make the connection with locality, as long as they 
are recognizable. In the Netherlands, for instance, the Christoffel microbrewery which brewed 
at Roermond between 1986 and 2013 used on its label a version of the town’s arms with altered 
colours and added hop and barley decoration.58

 Despite the strong brewing connections between America and Germany, few American 
breweries have heraldically-based bottle labels. The German love of heraldic imagery did surface 

56 Smisek, ‘Zymurgical heraldry’, p. 868. Michael Jackson, Great Beer Guide (London: Dorling Kindersley, 2000).
57 Tim Hampson, ed., The Beer Book (London: Dorling Kindersley, 2008).
58 Smisek, ‘Zymurgical heraldry’, p. 867.

Fig. 30: The Löwenbräu lion and banner (in the colours of the Bavarian flag) seen outside a Munich beer garden. 



Semy-de-Lys: 2016

118

to a limited extent on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century stock and bond certificates issued 
by American breweries, although most companies preferred to show the American eagle.59 
Returning to Europe, we find a coat of arms displayed on the home of the Belgian brewers’ 
association, the Brewers’ House in Brussels, reconstructed in 1697–8 (Fig. 32). The building 
was originally topped by a statue of the country’s governor Maximilien-Emmanuel de Bavière 
(1662–1726); it appears that the arms are his, although his statue was replaced in 1705. 
 The creative use of heraldry remains popular. In Chicago, the Half Acre Beer Company, 
founded in 2006, published their new symbol, a modern take on a coat of arms, in 2010. The 
shield bears the firm’s name while the motto, placed above it, reads ‘The Beer & the Bounty’. 
Crossed behind the shield are a baseball bat and a handsaw, and supporting it are a brown bear 
and a black bird holding ears of barley in its beak. As Mark McDermott of the online platform 
www.examiner.com commented: ‘Every brewer needs a traditional coat of arms. Now Half Acre 
has one’.60

59 Lawrence Falater and Don Mesler, American Brewers Stock and Bond Certificates, <http://www.blurb.co.uk/
b/1898352-american-brewers-stock-and-bond-certificates> [accessed 15 July 2014].
60 ‘Chicago Weekend Craft Beer Events, October 15–17’, Examiner, <http://www.examiner.com/article/chicago-
weekend-craft-beer-events-october-15-17> [accessed 17 April 2014].

Fig. 31: The Spaten Brewery, Munich, displaying the firm’s trademark arms designed in 1884 by graphic artist and 
heraldry specialist Otto Hupp (1859–1949).
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Conclusion
Heraldry is still a living art form in the brewing world; there is much humour and creativity 
along with respect for tradition. The strength of this symbolic language is as useful as it ever 
was in providing a visual connection to place, person, history, or event. Although examples of 
zymurgical heraldry can be found worldwide, its occurrence in Britain is especially strong and 
notably architectural. Whereas Germany, in particular, has numerous heraldic bottle labels and 
trademarks, Britain’s zymurgical heraldry is most apparent on inn signs and in architectural 
representations of brewery names and trademarks.
 The worldwide visual culture of brewing would benefit from further investigation, while 
in Britain it would be useful to have further analysis of the design history of breweries, and also 
to discover whether any significant historic inn signs remain unprotected. The resurgence in 
craft brewing looks set to provide us with a wide range of new symbolic material to assess in the 
future; we can all drink to that.

Fig. 32: A small coat of arms near the top of the façade of Brewers’ House in Brussels; it was 
rebuilt by the Brewers’ guild in 1697–8 after being destroyed in a French bombardment.
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