The Language
of Hatchments

by J. Tindale

IN MANY WILTSHIRE CHURCHES ARE TO BE FOUND PAID
INGS OF COATS OF ARMS ; MOST OF US HAVE SE
HOW MANY KNOW OF THEIR REAL MEAN

In Wiltshire there are nearly
fiftty churches having one or more
hatchments, in total well over a
hundred. Guide books rarely men-
tion them, yet, to those who can
read them, they ey a great
deal of information. What is a
hatchment ? The word is a corrup-
tion of “achievement,” which is a
representation of a coat of arms,
and today a hatchment usually
means a funeral hatchment.

Since the earliest days of heraldry
a funeral has been the occasion for
heraldic display, which took various
forms according to the rank and
wealth of the family concerned. In
the middle of the seventeenth
century a style or fashion was intro-
duced which lasted almost to the
present day. When a person entitled
to use a coat of arms died, a hatch-
ment was quickly prepared and
placed over the door of the house to
show that a death had recently
taken place, and to show exactly
who that person was. The hatch-
ment was carried in the funeral
procession and usually left in the
church where burial took place. The
procedure varied in places — some-
times the hatchment, or a duplicate,
remained over the door as a sign of
mourning for six months or more.

Hatchments are usually painted
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on wood or canvas, and measure
anything from three feet to six feet
or more square. The shape is that
of a diamond, or of a square
balanced on one corner, so that the
diagonal is vertical. The painting is

® Fig. 1: A Widow’s Hatchment at Mildenhall.

framed in wood, painted black,
sometimes covered with black cloth,
and  sometimes  painted  with
emblems  of mortality, such as
skulls, cross-bones, and hourglasses,
for our ancestors had a morbid
streak. The outstanding feature of
the hatchment is that, without any
words f('xccpt a motto, text, or
pious hope such as Resurgam — I
shall rise again) it proclaims the
identity, sex, rank, and marital
status of the departed, and often
other details. Very little knowledge
of heraldry is required to enable one
to say “That is for a baronet whose
wife survived him” or “That is for
a spinster” ?

. How is it done ?

The identity of the family or
families concerned normally needs
some knowledge of heraldry, but
in many cases other, more per-
manent, memorials in the church,
showing the same arms, will give the
family name. Sex and marital status
are easy to recognise. Are the arms
on a shield, or on a lozenge ? A
lozenge is a diamond or square,
similar to the complete hatchment.
Occasionally one sees “arty-crafty”
lozenges, somewhat like a cushion
standing on one corner, but in most
cases a lozenge is unlikely to be
confused with a shield. Arms on a
lozenge always mean a woman,
either a spinster or a widow. Arms
on a shield may mean a bachelor,
married man or woman, or a
widower. The arms of a married
couple are shown side by side, the
husband’s arms being on the left-







