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Abstract
The banner is very useful to heraldic art. It is a carrier of charges and colours, just like its coun-
terpart the shield. But where the shield can be seen as crude, heavy, flat and robust — its purpose
being taking hits — the banner is brilliant, swift, full of life and motion. Its purpose is spiritual. It
is lifted above anyone’s head, above dust and confusion, for inspiration and guiding. Something
of this character, I will with this article try to show by examples that the heraldic artist. if lucky.,
can translate in his or her work.

First, we could though take a quick glance at the historical development of banners.
The term banner approves, as we shall see, to a specific kind of flag, but in a wide
sense of the word a banner is any ensign made of a peace of cloth, carried on a staff
and with symbolic value to its owner(s). The profound nature of this innovation, which
seem to be of oriental origin, makes it the mother of all kinds of flags. The etymologi-
cal root of the word banner is the French word banniére, derived from latin bandaria,
bandum, which has German extraction, related to gothic bandwa, bandwd, ’sign’.

The birth of heraldry in the 12" century Western world was preceded by centuries
of use of early forms of banners, called gonfanons. From Bysantium to Normandy,
everywhere in the Christian world, these ensigns usually were small rectangular lance-
flags with tails (Fig. 1).

In quite the same moment the idea arouse that a chosen design could be repeated
not only on a shield, but also on other garments, and even after death possibly be an
immaterial legacy to the owner’s issue, heraldry was created. Naturally, also the gon-
Janon was an object to charge with the chosen design (Fig. 2a).

Parallel in use with the old type of long tailed gonfanons, a new shape was invented
to better fit the heraldic charges. This new shape defines what from that point onwards
is called a banner, in the more precise use of the word, namely a rectangular oblong
(later square) shape; with greater width than length (Figs. 3-5, 8). This modification
was to expect from the shape of the 12™ century shield, which measured around twice
as much vertically as it did horizontally.

Already with the equestrian seals from the 12" century, where gonfanons and ban-
ners carry heraldic charges, as well as the shield, we are already talking about banners
used in heraldic art, the subject of this article. We can’t be sure each and every seal im-
age is reliable, in the sense that it can be taken as a proof of how gonfanons or banners
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