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Developing a Persona

In order to begin to develop your persona, you first need to answer some basic questions about yourself: When do you live?  Where do you live?  What do you do?  The more specific you can be about those things, the easier it is to find answers to other questions.  How you decide the answers to those questions is up to you, with one caveat.  In the SCA, we are all assumed to be gently born, unless we don’t want to be.  However, “gently born” isn’t quite the same thing as noble, and you can’t take a title to yourself.  Titles like “Lord”, “Duke”, “Master” and their religious equivalents (Abbot, Bishop, Pope) are restricted.

Once you’ve settled on a persona, it’s time to roll up your sleeves and learn as much about the new you as possible.  Primary accounts of the life (place and time period) you have chosen are your best sources, but these may be difficult to find.  Be creative, flexible, and persistent in your research.  The writings of a 13th century Venetian may seem like a strange place to look for information on the orient… until you remember Marco Polo’s journals.  Another excellent resource is other members of the SCA. If you're interested in the 16th century, seek out Le Poulet Gauche or members of The Gilded Pearl. If you're thinking of an Eastern European background, try contacting the Slavic Interest Group. If you don't know of a group or organization in the SCA, talk to someone in your local group who comes from a time or place similar to yours. They can certainly point you in the right direction.  There are many non-SCA groups that may prove to be valuable resources as well. For example, Regia Anglorum attempts to recreate a cross-section of English life around the turn of the first millennium. Their time range is AD950 - 1066, although events may sometimes be set a few decades either side of these dates.


Whenever possible, rely on your own research.  Don’t fall back on things “everybody knows”; those are often wrong.  For many of us, it’s not possible to read primary sources; we don’t read the historic versions of our persona’s language.  That doesn’t mean you can’t benefit from primary sources.  Examine appropriate artifacts – furniture, clothing, tools, dishes, objet d’art, weapons, etc. – whenever possible.  You can learn a lot just from looking.  Remember that paintings and drawings, even if they were done in your time period, are still secondary sources, unless you’re looking for information about paintings and drawings.  Many museums and collections are happy to help you out, just make arrangements ahead of time.

Being Your Persona

The hardest part about being in persona is not telling people, “I’m in persona now”.  Your historic persona should be as invisible as your modern one.  When was the last time you introduced yourself by saying, “Hi, I’m so-and-so.  I’m a twentieth century American computer programmer”?  The information you’re going to gather and learn is fun and exciting; it’s only natural to want to share it with your friends.  Part of the fun is communicating things implicitly, rather than explicitly, that is, finding ways to show people things rather than telling them.  For example, you may have just learned that the nobility had the right to keep game birds, and the peasantry didn’t.  Rather than stating this simply, you might say to your dining companion “The reeve’s damned squabs descended on my fields again – after we had spent the whole morning planting, too!”

Some tips and cautions about developing your persona and staying in it:

Whenever you can, find what interests or experiences you and your historic counterpart share.  If you’re interested in the graphic arts, you might want to consider having your character be a limner, illustrator, portrait artist, or similar profession.

Find a talisman that you connect with your persona.  This could be a piece of clothing, an accessory (like a pipe or some jewelry), or a phrase that your persona says and the modern you doesn’t.

Be careful with language.  Accents frequently fall into self-parody.  Even though you may not have the knowledge to speak whatever language you would have, you can still bring your speech closer to your persona’s by including appropriate phrases (“By Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful”, “Mon dieu”, “By Odin!”, “Zounds!”) and omitting obviously modern ones (“Okay” is the most common offender).

If you have a non-English speaking persona, learn the important six words: hello, goodbye, yes, no, please and thank you and use them.  Most people will know what you mean anyway.


Here are the six words in two common languages:


English
Spanish
French


Yes
Si
Oui


No
No
Non


Hello
Hola
Bon Jour


Goodbye
Adios
Adieu


Please
Por Favor 
S’il vous plait


Thank You
Gracias
Merci

Think about table manners.  Do you eat with your hands?  With a knife and a spoon, or chopsticks?  Unless you’re very late by SCA standards, you do not use a fork to dine with.  If you eat with your hands, what do you wipe them on?  A napkin?  Your pants?  Is belching a compliment to the cook or bad manners?

Some people don’t wear their glasses while in persona.  The striking difference in clarity (the medieval world is “fuzzier” than the modern one) is a constant reminder you are now a different person.  Whether you agree with this view (no pun intended) is a matter of personal choice about safety and comfort.

Be careful of SCA-isms, words or phrases which have come into common use in the SCA but which don’t have historic parallels.  For example:

(
Don’t say far-speaker when you mean telephone.  Say, “I sent a message” or “I spoke to”.

(
Don’t say smalls when you mean children.  “Children” is a perfectly historic term.  Smalls, on the other hand, means “underwear”.

(
Don’t say dragon when you mean car.  Say “wain”, “wagon”, “cart”, “vehicle”, “conveyance”, “rig”, “chariot” or even “car”.  Medieval people did not ride around on dragons – even in fairy tales.

(
Don’t say troll when you mean reservation desk.  Say “guard”, “gate”, or “gatehouse”.  Even “chamberlain” or “majordomo” will do.

With any luck, these tricks, and others which you will develop for yourself, will help ease you into your persona.  It is difficult at first, and can feel awkward and silly.  Take a deep breath and work through the rough spots.  It’s well worth it.
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