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[p. 189]     SOME DEPICTIONS OF THE ARMS OF HENRY DESPENSER,  

BISHOP OF NORWICH 
 

J.R. Alban 

 

Henry Despenser1 (c. 1341-1406), Bishop of Norwich (1370-1406), was the youngest son of 

Sir Edward Despenser and his wife, Anne (d. 1367), daughter of William, Lord Ferrers of 

Groby. His father, who was killed at the siege of Vannes in 1342, was the second son of 

Hugh Despenser the Younger, Edward II’s infamous favourite. As a youngest son, Henry was 

destined for the church, becoming ordained in 1362. However, his cloth notwithstanding, like 

most others of his family, he spent his early years as a soldier and, with his oldest brother, 

Edward, Lord Despenser, undertook military service for Pope Urban V against the city of 

Milan in 1369. He became Bishop of Norwich, by papal provision, in 1370, but, even after 

this, he continued to practise martial pursuits. During the so-called Peasants’ Revolt in 1381, 

he took the lead in suppressing the rebels in Norfolk, culminating in his violent defeat of 

them at the battle of North Walsham in June of that year.2 Two years later, in 1383, he led a 

‘crusade’ in Flanders, ostensibly on behalf of the Roman Pope, Urban VI, against the 

adherents of his rival, Clement VII, the antipope, an ill-fated expedition for which Despenser 

was subsequently impeached in parliament.3 Then, in 1385, he was a member of the large 

army which Richard II took to Scotland to counter the threat of invasion by a Franco-Scottish 

force under the command of Jean de Vienne, the Admiral of France.4 He was also embroiled 

in long drawn-out disputes with the borough of Lynn, one result of which was a clash in the 

streets of Lynn between his men and the inhabitants, in 1377.5  

 

Although Despenser was Bishop of Norwich for thirty-six years and featured prominently in 

the archives of central government and in the writings of contemporary chroniclers, the 

records of him as bishop within his diocese are few and far between. Indeed, the celebrated 

Princeton historian, Rushton Coulborn, ruefully noted ‘the non-existence at Norwich of any 

records of the episcopate of Henry Despenser ... except an Institution Book’, adding that ‘we 

regret in particular the loss of all the bishop’s records of the crusade [of 1383]’.6 Coulborn, 

however, overlooked several surviving instruments executed by Despenser as bishop, dating 

from between 1373 and 1403,7 while three illuminated manuscripts, almost certainly 

commissioned in Norwich by him and originally in his private library, are now in the British 

Library.8 All contain some fine illuminations of his arms as bishop, examples of which are 

given in figs.1-3.  

[p.190] 
 

  
Fig.1 Fig. 2 Fig. 3 

l 
The arms of Bishop Henry Despenser:  Fig. 1. in an illuminated initial Q, also showing decoration at 
the head of the folio (BL, Add. MS 34114, fo. 106); Fig. 2. in an illuminated initial Q (BL, Add. MS 
34114, fo. 164);  Fig. 3. in an illuminated initial R (BL, Arundel MS 74, fo. 1).  
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Since Henry Despenser was a youngest son9, one might have expected that he would have 

differenced his family arms with a brisure for cadency, but he did not do this, instead 

differencing the Despenser coat with a bordure derived from the arms of the diocese of 

Norwich, which are Azure, three mitres Or.10  On the question of possible differencing for 

cadency, Francis Blomefield commented that ‘he bare on a penon, when he warred against 

the Anti-Pope, his paternal arms in a bordure gul.  as the difference of the youngest of the 

Spencers .... [p. 191] And sometimes the bordure is charged with bezants, and sometimes 

with mitres arg.’ However, this statement needs to be viewed with extreme caution, as 

Blomefield also wrongly blazoned the main Despenser coat as ‘quarterly arg. and az. on each 

of the azure quarters a fret or, over the argent a bend gul.’11 The arms which Henry 

Despenser bore as Bishop of Norwich were, in fact, Quarterly,1st and 4th, Argent, 2nd and 

3rd Gules, a fret Or, over all, a bendlet Sable, within a bordure Azure, semée of mitres Or. 

 

 

        Fig.4. Secretum seal of Henry Despenser    
(Society of Antiquaries, London, C. 22). 

  Fig. 5. Episcopal seal of Henry Despenser  
(Society of Antiquaries, London, C. 22).   

NB: these two illustrations are not to scale. 

These are the arms which also appear on Despenser’s very fine secretum seal12 (fig. 4), which 

has been described in detail by Tony Sims: 

 
The private seal of Bishop Henry Despenser (1369 [sic]-1406) carries his shield à couché (on the 

side) under a large mantled helm surmounted by a mitre supporting the crest of a silver griffin of 

ample size. On the dexter side of the seal are the arms of the see, which was its first use on a seal; 

and on the sinister, uniquely, the arms of his mother, Anne, daughter of William lord Ferrers of 

Groby, gules, seven mascles voided, or.13 

 

The seal is 37 mm. in diameter and its legend reads SIGILLUM : HENRICI : DESPENSER : 

NORWYCENS’ : EPISCOPI (‘the seal of Henry Despenser, Bishop of Norwich’).  

 

[p. 192] The same arms are also depicted on Despenser’s vesica episcopal seal14 (fig. 5), 

which was described by Walter de Gray Birch as:  

 
Pointed oval: in a finely carved Gothic niche, with canopy and tabernacle work at sides, the 

Bishop, full length, lifting up the r. h. in benediction, in the l. h. a pastoral staff. On the canopy 

overhead, a small niche contains the Trinity. On the tabernacle work at each side, a shield of 

arms: l., SEE OF NORWICH; r., DESPENCER.15 
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[p. 193] The episcopal seal measures 89 mm. x 55 mm. and is circumscribed with the legend: 

SIGILLUM : HENRICI : DEI : GRACIA : EPISCOPI : NORWIC’ (‘the seal of Henry, by 

the Grace of God, Bishop of Norwich’). The Despenser arms noted by de Gray Birch are 

those enclosed within the bordure of mitres.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6. Banner with Henry Despenser’s arms on 
the Despenser Retable, Norwich Cathedral. 

 

Surprisingly, for someone as famous as Henry Despenser, his place of burial is today 

unknown, although John  Le  Neve  and  Francis  Blomefield both stated  that  his  tomb  was   

[p. 194] 

 

                  Fig. 7. Shield with Henry Despenser’s arms at St Andrew’s church, Norwich. 

in Norwich Cathedral, Blomefield specifically noting that ‘He was buried in the cathedral, 

before the high-altar, on the south side of the founder’s tomb, on whose gravestone [an] 

inscription was engraved on brass plates, which are all now lost’.16  
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Nevertheless, while the site of his tomb is unknown, he is commemorated in the diocese by 

the survival of his arms in various places. Within the cathedral itself, a banner of his arms is 

depicted on the Despenser Retable (fig. 6) in St Luke’s Chapel, while a fine carving of his 

shield of arms survives on the exterior of the east wall of the chancel of nearby St Andrew’s 

church in Norwich (fig. 7). Further afield, in St Margaret’s church, King’s Lynn, is a 

misericord with an image of Despenser flanked by the arms of the diocese and his personal 

arms (fig. 8). 

 

 
 
Fig. 8. Misericord in St Margaret’s minster church, King’s Lynn, showing Henry Despenser flanked by 
the arms of the see of Norwich and his personal arms. 
 

 

[p. 195] 
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