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INTRODUCTION

Fairbairn’s Book of Crests was originally conceived as a surname dictionary for identifying
crests used by given persons or families.  The principal purpose of the plates was to provide
engraved illustrations of the crests which appeared in the main part of the work, but the
inclusion of a Key to the Plates enabled identification in reverse by providing the essential
link between the illustrations and the surnames.

The expansion of the work through several editions in the 19th century resulted in a
corresponding increase in the number of illustrations. An attempt was made in the 1892
edition to arrange them into subject order (lions first, then leopards, tigers and cats, followed
by wolves and so on), but the arrangement itself was neither explained nor indexed.  Extra
plates were then added at the end, so that lions reappeared at Plate 225, and the 4th and last
edition of the work in 1905 included a further 85 plates in no discernible order whatever,
some of them duplicating crests already illustrated in the earlier series.

In order therefore to identify any given crest by reference to Fairbairn it has frequently been
necessary to look through over 4,400 illustrations in search of a match without even any
certainty of finding it at all.

The aim of this new index is to simplify that task as far as possible by enabling the searcher
to ascertain quickly and easily whether the work contains an illustration of the crest which he
wishes to identify and, if so, where.  Once it has been found, the identification can then be
completed via the Key to the Plates in the usual way.

Each crest has been separately indexed under each of its component parts without using the
full blazon, so that (for example) a crest composed of a hand holding a dagger will be found
indexed under both “hand” and “dagger”, the second component appearing in each case as a
sub-entry.  Thus “Hand - dagger” and “Dagger - hand”.  Similarly, if the hand in that
example were issuing from a cloud the crest would be indexed in three ways:-

Cloud - hand - dagger
Dagger - hand - cloud

and Hand - dagger - cloud

The order of the words “hand” and “dagger” in the first entry and of the words “hand” and
“cloud” in the second has been chosen to reflect the composition of the crest itself inasmuch
as (a) issuing out of the cloud is a hand holding a dagger, and (b) the dagger is in a hand
issuing out of a cloud.  The third entry however could on that basis have read either “Hand -
dagger - cloud” or “Hand - cloud - dagger”, and the former has been preferred because the
dagger has been seen as a more important element of the design than the cloud.  The
arrangement of the entries throughout the index has usually (but not always) been governed
by those same principles, but judgements of the relative importance of the different elements
of a design are of course largely subjective, and editorial considerations have also sometimes
dictated a different word order.  The user therefore needs to be aware, particularly when
searching under one of the larger categories (e.g. Arm, Cross, Head, Lion, etc.), that the sub-
entry he wants may appear in a different place from that in which he first expects to find it.



In the interests of clarity and simplicity the repetition of words common to more than one
entry in a group has been avoided as far as possible, so that (for example) the following
crests:-

(a) a hand holding an arrow,
(b) a hand issuing from a cloud and holding an arrow,
(c) a hand holding an arrow and a dagger,
(d) a hand issuing from a cloud and holding an arrow and a dagger,
(e) a hand issuing from a cloud,
(f) a hand holding a dagger,
(g) a hand issuing from a cloud and holding a dagger,
(h) a hand holding a spear,

would be indexed under “Hand” as shown below:-

Hand - arrow
- cloud
- dagger

 - cloud
- cloud
- dagger

 - cloud
           - spear

The larger categories have been sub-indexed as appropriate where possible, e.g. arms as cubit
or embowed, coronets as ducal, mural, naval, etc., and crosses as crosslet, moline, paty, etc.
Lions and certain other beasts and monsters have been sub-indexed as couchant, passant,
rampant, etc., and eagles have received similar treatment, but the need to distinguish rising
eagles by their wing positions has in their case necessitated a slightly different layout.  It is
also a general rule that within each category the whole object is treated first, then halves
(demi-lion, demi-savage, etc.), followed by parts (arm, head, leg, etc.).  Plurals appear as
separate entries.

Compounds such as oak-trees, olive-branches, laurel wreaths, boars’ heads, lions’ gambs, etc.
have been indexed under both words.

Armour has been treated as if it were a separate item, so that an arm in armour, for example,
will be found indexed both as “Arm - armour” and as “Armour - arm”.

Finally, the reference numbers have the same meanings as in the original dictionary, so that
“266.13”, for example, means “Plate 266, crest 13”.
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