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Symbols of Identity

For at least sixty thousand years, our ancestors have created symbols. Some of the earliest were made by holding a hand against a rock wall and spraying powdered rock of a contrasting color over the area. The message behind such a symbol might have been, “I was here.” Or maybe, “This place belongs to me.” Or perhaps, “I belong to this place.” Eventually, more symbols appeared, with more messages: “We are this family, or this tribe, or this land, or this way of thinking.” Symbols painted on walls weren’t very portable, though. When members of that family or tribe went far afield, how could they symbolize their identity?
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They could paint temporary patterns on their skin.

They could needle permanent patterns into their skin.

They could weave a pattern into fabric, then sew that fabric into clothing.

They could work symbols into jewelry, to be worn openly or kept hidden until needed for identification.

They could carve symbols into their weapons or paint symbols onto their shields.

Symbols on weapons tended to be small and intimate, visible mainly to the weapon’s owner and (for a few seconds, anyway) to those on the receiving end. A weapon which outlived its first owner sometimes acquired a name of its own. Yet even a weapon as famous as the legendary Excalibur wouldn’t be that discernible from other swords during battle.

Shields, on the other hand, provided surfaces large enough to bear symbols recognizable at a distance. At one time or another, warriors in nearly every culture have carried handheld shields into battle. Shield shapes varied depending on the weapons borne by the warriors, and by their opponents. 
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In cultures where the group was more important than the individual, shields were uniform. In Ancient Rome, shields bore symbols of a legion (army) or the whole nation (SPQR, Senatus PopulusQue Romanum, the Senate and People of Rome), delivering one message: civilization and order are coming, whether you wish it or not. To the extent that warriors expressed individuality, it was by spoken names, not symbols.


European Feudalism

In post-Roman Western Europe (after 476 AD), order gave way to chaos. During the ensuing European Dark Ages, repeated attempts were made to restore order. The attempt which succeeded was called feudalism, a re-imagining of the Roman Army structure based upon the holding of land.
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