
ENGLISH CAST BRASS HEAD OF THE MAIDEN OF THE MERCERS COMPANY
AN INTERESTING AND RARE ENGLISH CAST BRASS HEAD OF THE MAIDEN OF THE MERCERS COMPANY

TRACES OF RED POLYCHROME REMAIN TO THE EDGES
EARLY 16TH CENTURY

SIZE: 19CM HIGH, 18CM WIDE, 4.5CM DEEP – 7½ INS HIGH, 7 INS WIDE, 1¾ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

BY 1300 THE LIVERY COMPANIES OF LONDON WERE ALREADY USING COGNIZANCE’S, WORN ON THEIR SLEEVES TO
IDENTIFY THEMSELVES. IN 1312 WHEN LONDON CELEBRATED THE BIRTH OF THE FUTURE EDWARD III A CLERK OF THE

GUILDHALL RECORDED ON THE FINAL DAY OF THE CELEBRATIONS THAT THE MAYOR AND ALDERMEN 'IN ROBES OF ONE
SUIT' RODE IN PROCESSION TO WESTMINSTER WITH THE 'DRAPERS, MERCERS AND VINTNERS' ALL 'RICHLY DRESSED'

WEARING LIVERIES AND COGNIZANCE’S.
MERCERS DEALT IN SILK, LINEN, FUSTIAN (A MIXTURE OF FLAX AND COTTON), WORSTED AND ALL SORTS OF DRESS
ACCESSORIES NOW KNOWN AS HABERDASHERY. 'SILKWOMEN' WERE HIGHLY RESPECTED SKILLED CRAFTSWOMEN

WHO WERE OFTEN THE WIVES OF MERCERS. THEY PRODUCED FINE SILK BRAIDS, CORDS, LACES, TASSLES AND OTHER
ORNAMENTS, WHICH THEY USUALLY SOLD TO OTHER WOMEN. THE IMAGE OF A VIRTUOUS MAIDEN MAY HAVE BEEN

ADOPTED AS A SUITABLE COGNIZANCE OF THE MERCER AS HIS TRADE WENT HAND IN HAND WITH THAT OF THE
SILKWOMAN.

A MAID'S HEAD WAS ONE OF THE MOST FREQUENT SHOP SIGNS HANGING IN THE MERCERY, A LARGE AREA ON THE
SOUTH SIDE OF CHEAPSIDE. A TAVERN IN CHEAPSIDE WAS RECORDED IN 1407 AS BEING CALLED THE MAIDEN'S HEAD,

AND MANY OF THE CHURCHES IN THE SAME AREA WERE DEDICATED TO THE VIRGIN MARY.
HOWEVER THE MERCERS DID NOT USE THE VIRGIN MARY FOR THEIR COGNIZANCE AS ALTHOUGH PRE-REFORMATION

THEY COULD HAVE DONE SO, POST REFORMATION IT WOULD NOT HAVE BEEN PERMITTED, AND THEY WOULD HAVE HAD
TO ERADICATE HER IMAGE AS DID THE MERCHANT TAYLOR’S IN 1586. THE MERCERS NEVER REMOVED THEIR MAIDEN



BECAUSE SHE DID NOT REPRESENT THE VIRGIN.
THE MAIDEN'S HEAD AS REPRESENTED IN THIS BRASS IS SIMILARLY SHOWN IN A CARVING OF THE LATE 1470'S IN ST

GEORGE'S CHAPEL, WINDSOR. IN 1446-47 THE MERCERS 'PAID TO A GLAZIER FOR MAKING GLASS WITH THE MAID'S HEAD,
12D', TO DECORATE THEIR CHAPEL IN ST THOMAS OF ACRE. IN 1510 THEY PURCHASED A PLOT FROM THE HOSPITAL OF

ST THOMAS OF ACRE AND BEGAN TO BUILD A MAGNIFICENT HALL. THIS BUILDING WAS DIRECTLY HIT AND DESTROYED BY
AN INCENDIARY BOMB IN 1941.

A HALLMARKED 1513 SILVER CUP KNOWN AS THE 'LEIGH CUP' WHICH WAS USED FOR ELECTION FEASTS IS ONE OF THE
FEW SURVIVING OBJECTS MADE FOR THE MERCERS HALL. DECORATED WITH MANY MAIDENS, IT WAS GIVEN UPON HIS

DEATH IN 1569 BY SIR THOMAS LEIGH, A PAST LORD MAYOR OF LONDON AND MASTER OF THE COMPANY, WHO
RECORDED IN HIS WILL 'I GIVE AND BEQUEATH TO MY LOVING BRETHREN, THE COMPANY OF MERCERS, ONE FAIR CUP
AND STANDING CUP ALL GILT, GARNISHED WITH MAIDEN HEADS, ROSES AND FLAGONS..... AND A MAIDEN IN THE KNOP,

WITH A UNICORN FAWNING IN HER LAP.....'
FROM ALL OF THESE REPRESENTATIONS IT IS CLEAR THAT IN THE 16TH CENTURY THE MERCER'S MAIDEN COVERED HER
LONG FLOWING HAIR WITH A DEMURE BONNET AND A HEAD COVERING, WORE A BODICE AND HAD NO CROWN. LATER IN
THE 17TH CENTURY SHE IS PORTRAYED AS RATHER DISHEVELED, HER LONG HAIR FLYING FREE, AND WEARING A LARGE

CROWN.

 


