
Why did medieval knights have a coat of arms?

This session follows on from our recent transition event with 
Whitworth Park Academy in May – all resources are provided 

by WPA with our thanks.



This image below is of an illustration  from an English manuscript from 
the 15th Century. 

Manuscript: a book or document, usually written by hand

15th century – 1400s (600 years ago!)



This image below is of an illustration  from an English manuscript from 
the 15th Century. 

What do you think is happening in this image? 

Which do you think are the most important parts of this image?

If you could speak to the 
people in the image, what 

would you ask them?



Knights and nobles in the Middle Ages often had a coat of arms. This was a 

special symbol that represented their family. Having a special symbol or coat 
of arms is often called "heraldry".

The original coats of arms had fairly simple designs. As there became more 

and more coats of arms, the designs became more complicated in order for 
each one to be unique.



In 1215, King John signed an 

important document called 
the Magna Carta.

25 barons were involved in 

making the Magna Carta. 

They each had their own 

coats of arms. Here are 
some examples…



The first coat of arms was used to 
distinguish (tell) one knight from 

another. 

When a knight had his full armour 
on, including plate mail and 

helmet, even his friends couldn't 
recognize him. Because of this, 

knights began to paint symbols on 
their shields. 

Why did medieval knights wear a coat of arms?



Knights began using 
their heraldry

symbols on their 
shields and coat they 

wore over their 
armour, but also on 

their horses.

This is how it got the 
name "coat of 

arms". 

Why did medieval knights wear a coat of arms?



The coat of arms was also used to 
identify important knights that 
had died at war. Fallen soldiers 

wearing a clear colour and coat of 
arms were easier to identify.

Why did medieval knights wear a coat of arms?



Finally, Knights often wore 
a coat of arms to show 

pride in their family. Coats 
of arms were passed from 

one generation to the 
next; wearing the coat of 

arms of your family 
showed who a knight was 

fighting for. 

Why did medieval knights wear a coat of arms?



What features do all coats of arms have?

Escutcheon - The escutcheon is the main shape 
of the coat of arms. It was in the shape of a 

shield, but the exact shape could vary 



What features do all coats of arms have?

Field - The field was the background colour. At 
first the field was a solid colour, but later 
patterns began to be used for the field.



What features do all coats of arms have?

Charge - The picture in the centre of the coat of 
arms. It was usually an animal, but could be 

other things e.g. a sword. 



What features do all coats of arms have?

Ordinaries - designs that appeared on the field. 
They added additional colour to the coat of 

arms 



This is the coat of arms for 
England.

What message about England 
do you think it shows?

Have you seen this anywhere 
before?



Lots of families today still 

have coats of arms!

You could research your 

name’s coat of arms at home 

and find out what your name 
means!

White/silver – peace and 

sincerity

Green – hope and joy, loyalty

Boar - warrior



Create your own coat of arms!

This could be for your family, your school or your town but you need 
to include all of the features that we have spoken about!

Remember that your coat of arms should 
symbolise what is important to you! 

Include:

• Escutcheon – shape of the shield
• Field – Background colour

• Charge - Picture in the centre of the coat of 
arms.

• Ordinaries – design on the shield to add more 
colour



Describe two features of a coat of arms from medieval times. 

Try and use as many of these words, terms and phrases as possible in your 
response. We are going to add the points up at the end of the task. Highlight each 

key word or phrase as you use it. 

-1 Point 1 Point 2 Points 3 Points 4 Points

Perhaps
One feature 

of…
Armour Distinguish

The purpose of 
this was…

I think Coat of arms Family Escutcheon
A problem that 
this solved was…

Maybe Medieval Symbol Field
Another feature 
was…

Possibly Knights Shield Charge 
The most 
important part…

Might War Generation Ordinaries
The problem
with this is…


