
ADDITIONAL NOTES ON THE ANCIENT SEAL 
OF LIVERPOOL.

By Henry Ecroyd Smith. 

(READ 2ND MAT, 1867.)

THE recent discovery, upon the sea-beach of Cheshire, of a 
fourteenth-century seal, bearing what has been supposed to 
be the Eagle of St. John the Evangelist, induced the writer 
to revert to the former controversy upon the original bearings 
of the old Seal of the Town and Burgesses of Liverpool, 
which disappeared, along with the chief corporate muniments, 
upon the place being taken by the Eoyalist forces under 
Prince Eupert in the year 1644. The subject would appear 
to entail a species of mental haze or confusion upon those
 who have been so unfortunate as to enter upon and discuss 
it; yet, at the risk of the same unaccountable fatality, some 
rectification of palpable error and presumed fact is here 
attempted.

Among the earliest Transactions of our Society (Vol. I, 
p. 56 et seq.) will be found a paper read by the first Honorary 
Secretary, and one of its most active founders, Mr. H. C. 
Pidgeon, in which this gentleman corrects, among other 
erroneous assumptions, Mr. Brooke's reading (as given in his 
History of Liverpool) of the circumscription of the seal, as 
also of the letters (IOHIS) which Mr. Brooke had conceived 
to be a continuation of the legend, whilst Mr. Pidgeon pro 
perly contends for its being a distinct label, and a mere con 
traction of IOHANNIS. The result was a sharp discussion 
in reference to the past and present seals and their devices,
 which was continued over several meetings* and in which 
these and other parties joined, but Mr. Brooke refused to be 
convinced and probably died in the old faith. Mr. Pidgeon's 
interesting paper is illustrated by a plate representing both 

» Reported pp. 60, 76, 94,105.
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seals the earlier one through an impression of wax attached 
to a deed of 7th October, anno 4 and 5 Philip and Mary, 
A.D. 1565, in the collection formed by a Mr. Okill (formerly 
Town Clerk) and now the property of the Corporation. We 
are assured (page 79) that these representations have been 
most carefully and faithfully etched.

Upon comparison of these objects, however, one unexplained 
discrepancy may at once be perceived, viz., a group of dots 
or little pellets above the tail of the bird in the present seal, 
which are not shown on the Okill impression. The poor, 
blundering manipulator* of the former is belaboured unmer 
cifully in the discussions, for his unfortunate abortion and 
"spurious substitute;" and it is only surprising that the 
insertion of the pellets is not set down to his bewildered 
imagination. This justice must be done, that the artist has 
copied, to the best of his ability, the wax impression before 
him probably only from one, and that since lost, unless 
it may chance to have been the one in our own collection, on 
which the pellets are clearly visible. The existence of this 
latter example was not published at the time, and although of 
a hundred and six years' earlier date than the Okill one, it is 
by no means probable that the pellets had become invisible by 
wear, the matrix being of silver. Yet Mr. Pidgeon, after 
etching the present seal, with its pellets, does not condescend 
to notice them in any way ! Their very presence ought to 
have induced a close examination of the wax impression, and 
if absent therefrom, why was not the discrepancy or interpola 
tion upon the seal now in use alluded to ? The impression I 
now exhibit, from our own Museum, appended to a deed 
of grant, dated the 37th of Henry VI, 1459, was presented 
to the Society in 1850 by the Right Hon. Lord Lilford, and 
is valuable as the earliest and freshest example extant. The

* " Evidently as ignorant of what he was copying as a Chinese might have 
" been," Vol. iii. p. 51.
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question of these pellets may seem, at first sight, a very 
indifferent matter, but it is far from being such. These 
objects are in reality stars, five in number, and forming the 
complement of King John's cognizance, as will appear.

Mr. Pidgeon is likewise manifestly in error (he acknowledges 
the subject to have been a stumbling block to all previous 
writers,) in describing the object in the beak of the "bird" 
as " a sprig of foliage." After carefully examining, in com 
pany with other antiquaries, a series of specimens of thirteenth 
and fourteenth century seals, from one of the best collections 
in the country, no other conclusion could possibly be arrived 
at by all than that the ancient seal of Liverpool certainly 
bore the Eagle of Saint John, with a Fleur-de-lis in its beak ; 
and the writer considers ample explanations are adduced 
below for the selection of what is certainly an uncommon 
modification of this device. The execution of twelfth and 
thirteenth century seals is often extremely rude, and without 
this careful collation, the writer would assuredly have con 
tinued to regard the bird of this seal as a wader (the 
shoveller duck,* possibly,) the original of the mythical 
Liver (formerly lever) now conspicuously placed upon all 
the public erections of the town, whether corporate palace 
or lamp-post. The device of the Eagle of St. John may be 
considered as of rather frequent recurrence upon corporate 
and personal seals of the thirteenth century, origiuating at its 
commencement during the reign of King John, who would, 
in ordinary course, acknowledge his namesake the Evangelist 
as his Patron Saint, the result being a curious combination 
of symbols in honour of both Saint and King. The number 
of seals with such bearings may be accounted for through 
the prevalent and very natural desire of complimenting, 
whether deservedly or not, the reigning sovereign ; and

* " Argent: a Shoveller, azure ; Beak and Legs, gules; borne by Lever or 
" Leverpole." Vide " An Academic of Armory, or a Storehouse «f Armory and 
" Blazon" by Handle Holme. Printed at Chester by the Author, 1688.
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though Lackland is not held to have been popular at 
any period of his disastrous sway, whether in Ireland or 
England, it is yet not unreasonable to assume many things 
as having been nominally performed in his honour. In 
cases like that of Liverpool, which benefitted substantially 
by the charter granted to the town by this monarch, no 
doubt can remain of the intentions of the Burgesses, 
 who, early in the thirteenth century, evidently ordered in 
the construction of their common seal of silver the con 
junction of symbols mentioned, viz., the Eagle of Saint 
John the Divine, with the Fleur-de-lis, or lily, as emblema 
tical of the purity of his life ; and the Sun, Moon and Stars, 
as typical of the sovereign who had appropriated these, 
displaying them all upon the only coins, with certainty 
known to have been issued by him, viz., the silver pennies 
and half-pennies, hearing his name as King upon the obverse, 
and upon the reverse the name of the moneyer and mint  
Dublin, Waterford or Limerick.

The various symbols &c. of our Saint and King may 
briefly be adverted to : 

Cognizance of St. John the Evangelist. His assumption 
of the Eagle typifies the soaring upward after Heavenly 
mysteries, so characteristic of this Saint, who, in the words 
of St. Jerome " having taken the wings of an eagle, and 
" hastening to loftier things, speaks of the word of God."* 
This symbol was adopted by the earliest Hebrews, and when 
it appears in art, it is generally in connection with persons of 
the Old Testament-t The exception to this, possibly the 
only one, is that of St. John the Divine, who rarely appears 
in sculpture, painting &c., without the bird; sometimes the 
figures of the Saint and it are curiously combined in one,

  Twining't Symbols and Emblems of Early and Mediaeval Christian Art, 
p. 00.

t Handbook of Christian Symbolism, by W. and G. Audsley, p. 49.
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as in a painting in the Church of St. Stephen at Bologna, 
when all the four Evangelists appear similarly associated -with 
their respective cognizances.

The Lily is universally known as the type of purity and 
innocence, and consequently it became (sometimes appearing 
more like an arum than a lilium,) the especial symbol of the 
Virgin Mary. It is likewise given to some Saints, both male 
and female, who were remarkable for having spent a pure 
and holy life, and to none were these characteristics more 
applicable than to John, whose high, noble and spotless life 
resulted in the acknowledged personal affection for him, 
evinced by our Lord himself when on earth.

A highly interesting paper, nay, volume, might be produced 
upon the history of this symbol, which, under the cognomen 
of Fleur-de-Lis (flower-de-luce,) has become one of the most 
celebrated cognizances of history, as of heraldry; here it 
will only be necessary to advert to a few of its leading features. 
The true origin of the symbol is involved in obscurity, the 
form being used as an ornament before Frank, or Goth, or 
Gaul was known upon the theatre of earth. It appears upon 
the head-dresses and other ornaments of some Egyptian idols, 
on Etruscan necklaces of gold, and likewise upon spear heads 
and military standards of the Eoman period, examples of 
which may be seen in the (I may now say OUR) Mayer 
Collection, Free Public Library and Museum.

The revival of this symbol in the dark ages appears to be 
certainly Phallic subsequently merging into the more de 
corous fleur-de-lis. Even the Maltese and other crosses are 
derived from four Phalli, sometimes separate, in other cases 
combined. Upon leaden pieces of this period found in the 
Seine, a Phallus appears upon one side, and a pure Maltese 
croes on the other.

The early chroniclers agree in ascribing to Clovis, reigning 
A.D. 481 511, the first assumption of the fleur-de-lis upou
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his banner ; the tradition being that -when very hardly pressed 
by the Germans in one of his campaigns, he made a solemn 
vow to God, in answer to which an angel is recorded to have 
revealed to a holy anchorite the will of heaven, that the king 
should substitute for the three toads of his emblazonry, a 
similar number of the holy emblems, lilies* It need scarcely 
be added that with the new cognizance victory so crowned 
the arms of Clovis, that the fleur-de-lis crowning the 
celebrated Oriflamme became the honoured and permanent 
badge of the royal house of France, which had previously 
been a complete point of personal and individual choice 
with his predecessors, as with our Norman and Plantagenet 
kings, until Richard I, charged the royal coat of arms with 
his lions.

The reported origin of the French fleur-de-lis being traced 
to three frogs has elicited much amusing discussion of late 
years in our useful contemporary, Notes and Queries. Doubt 
lessly both devices were often at this early date so rudely 
portrayed as greatly to resemble each other.

Mr. Boutell, in his Handbook, says " This most beautiful 
" and effective charge, generally supposed to be the flower of 
" the lily, is the ancient cognizance of France. In its origin 
" this fleur-de-lis, or flower-de-luce, may be a rebus, signi- 
" fying the flower of Louis." Mr. Planche, after quoting 
this supposition, remarks " Clovis is the Frankish form of 
" the modern Louis, the ' C' being dropped, as in ' Clothaire' 
"='Lothaire' &c. If Clovis himself bore this famous 
" heraldic charge, it may have been assumed by the Frankish 
" Prince as his rebus, from the favourite clove pink or gilly- 
" flower. The fleur-de-lis appears in early Heraldry under 
" several modifications of its typical form. It was in especial 
" favour with the designers of the inlaid pavement tiles of the 
" middle ages; it forms one of the figures of the diaper of the

* J. Elliott Uodgkin, Notes and Queries, Series XI, Feb. 0, 1867, pp, 121-3.
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" shield of Robert de Vere, A.D. 1298, and it decorates the 
" Royal Arms of Scotland in the shield that Henry III placed 
" in Westminster Abbey. This same figure was known to the 
" Romans; and it formed the ornamental heads of sceptres 
" and pommels of swords from the earliest period of the 
" French monarchy."

Cognizance of King Henry II. A crescent beneath a 
star, an escarbuncle of eight rays, and the genet (genista 
tinctoria) along with the broom plant, or broom plant alone.

Richard I. Broom plant on the helmet. The first king 
having fixed arms, viz.: gules, three lions passant, gardant 
or, with the broom plant on the helmet; also the first who 
bore the crowned lion and used not for ego. " Dieu et man 
" droit " was first assumed by him after his great victory at 
Gisors. John, when Earl of Morton, bore two lions passant, 
gardant; when King, three.

The last paper upon the subject of the Seals of Liverpool 
is from the pen of John Gough Nichols, Esq., F.S.A., 
Session III, 1850-1, pp. 52-55. In it the bird of the original 
matrix, is asserted to be " an eagle, the eagle of St. John the 
" Evangelist, and the object carried in his mouth is or teas 
" meant to be the inkhorn wherewith the bird is usually de- 
" picted as attending on the prophet in the Isle of Patmos. 
" Such is the solution of this long-debated enigma." ! ! ! 
The preceding explanations shew how even excellent autho 
rities on certain subjects may be led wrong by too confident 
and hasty a judgment on imperfect data. The more distinct 
Lilford impression thoroughly disabuses us of any such in 
tention on the part of the fabricators of the original matrix. 
Mr. Nichols continues " The reason of the symbol of St. 
" John being adopted as the device of the Burgesses of 
" Liverpool, I imagine, will be found in the fact that the 
" original guild of their corporation was placed under the 
" tutelary patronage of that saint. I am aware that the
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" Parish Church is dedicated to St. Nicholas, the patron of 
" fishermen. But there was a chantry in it dedicated to 
" St. John ; and those who can trace the early history of that 
" chantry, which I have not the means of doing, will probably 
" find that it was supported by the town guild."

In reference to this passage, which ought to have insti 
gated the local antiquaries to an elaborate research among 
the remaining early archives of the town, but appears to have 
remained uncommeuted upon, the writer has simply to remark 
that, inasmuch as the chantry named was not founded until 
above a century later than the acknowledged fabrication of 
the Seal, the connection, if any, between them must be held 
as extremely problematical. The chapel or chantry of St. 
John was founded by a certain John de Leverpol, son of 
Richard de Leverpol, and dedicated to St. John the Evangelist 
in the 19th year of King Edward II, 1324*

As a burgess of note, he might possibly desire to honour 
the tutelary saint of his town's guild; but personal consider 
ations are invariably more powerful incentives than public 
ones, and the probability is that the founder dedicated his 
chantry to St. John as his own patron saint.

In concluding these sketchy and fugitive notes, the writer 
has merely to remark that in reference to the label beneath 
the eagle of our seal, inscribed IOHIS, about which so much 
has been said and written, he sees no difficulty whatever. 
There can be no reasonable doubt of the letters upon the 
Lilford impression at any rate; and that these imply " of 
" John," i.e., in this instance, " symbol of John " (the Evan 
gelist), seems equally clear. The facts and comments above 
given, he conceives, serve to explain the rest.

  Oregson's Fragments for a History of Lancashire, appendix, p. 68.


