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Who Are You?

The Art of Persona Development
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Every member of the High Fantasy Society constructs an alter ego called a persona. It is this persona who is a member of the Medieval/Fantasy  Society we construct within the HFS.  A persona is the “person” you will be portraying in the HFS. Most personas are reality-based, fantasy- based, or a combination of the two. More specifically, it is the person you play when you go to events. You dress like them, eat like them, and so on.  All personas should be from a pre-industrial society. You should not take the name of an actual historic figure or a famous character from a book or movie. A persona should be a unique creation, something you are comfortable with.  In your first few months of playing, don't worry about the details. Personas often grow and develop over time. It enriches the experience and ultimately improves the game for everyone. Some members never develop their persona past the basics of  a name and something appropriate to wear even after decades in the HFS. Several will delve so deeply into the place and times of their persona that they do not speak of modern matters while in persona.  Most people fall somewhere in the middle, researching and developing those aspects of their persona that most interests them or suits their current life situation.  How much you develop your persona is up to you. At a minimum you will need a name and appropriate clothing; beyond that, everything is gravy.  

There are several very practical considerations you should take into account as you choose a persona.  Every persona needs to dress the part. Will you be comfortable in hoops or tights or are you happier in loose clothing?  Do you prefer form-fitting garments over shape concealing outfits? Are your sewing skills up to the task or can you find someone to custom tailor you? Even the cost of garb can be a legitimate concern. Many people also maintain garb from different periods or cultures than their own for specific jobs, such as gritty camp chores, or conditions like a scorching afternoon, or just because they really like it. Garbers, in particular, often have an outfit for every century. 
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How difficult will it be to research your persona? General views of many cultures are readily available, but some may require more digging for even the most rudimentary re-creation.  Even if you can easily get general resources you may find that a deeper analysis requires access to foreign language publications or rare books. Will your interest in the culture sustain on-going research?  Or will a few swaths of fabric and a period name satisfy you.  Many people choose  a persona based on what they want to do in the HFS.  What kind of things do you like to do? 

Your choice of persona, however, does not put any limits on what you can do within the society.  A Norseman can cook a Renaissance feast or do embroidery. The pampered daughter of an Elizabethan noble can take to the war field as a water bearer or fighter.  Either can serve as an officer.  Most people concoct a persona story that can explain why they participate in various activities, even things that might be unusual.  Perhaps the Elizabethan lady grew up in the wilds of Scotland and had to learn to defend her castle herself or the Norseman was so dazzled by church vestments he pillaged that he learned to make them. Or they may be something even more fanciful. 

Some people also use an alternate persona to pursue activities that their main persona would not even have recognized. Sven the Godlike might be a terror on the battlefield but he transforms into Richard of Tweedledum to indulge in his love of dancing. If you wish, you can even change your persona completely as your interests change or you choose to play a different fighting class. 
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While there are a vast array of choices, there are also a few things that are not appropriate.  You cannot be an actual person who lived in period; you cannot be Lancelot du Lac or Richard the Third.  You cannot claim titles or equivalents for your persona that you have not been awarded within the society.  Check the Governing document to know what titles and honors are restricted.

How far you go with your persona development depends on what you want to do with it. There is no need (although it might be fun) to develop an extensive background if you're only going to use your persona as a 'clothes hanger' at events. 

Really, there are three levels of intent, as I can see it. They can be valid independently of each other, or combined in any way. 

1. you have to have one, so you pick a name and a clothing style. End of story. 

2. as a focus for research. You pick a time/place, and start researching as much as you can about that period. 

3. as a vehicle for role-playing. 

The most interesting and long-lived personas come out of the combination of 2 and 3. If you have a well researched persona, and role-play it consistently, then that persona is going to become a real person. (But don't let them become too real!) 

Believers in number one are not going to bother about workshops and research. There's no need, beyond the research needed to pick a name and a fashion. Please note - there is nothing wrong with that. This is a game. We do it for fun.  Number two is easy (well, comparatively). Just go to the library. Read books. If it's a good book it will have a bibliography. Find those books. Read more. And so on. The methodology of research is a workshop in itself, but it is essentially a solitary job. 

Number three is difficult. Role-playing is acting without using a script. The only support you have is the background knowledge of your persona's place in time. To do it well, you have to know a lot about the world they live in. But you don't need to go around and tell everyone their life stories. You don't go up to strangers and tell them everything exciting that you've done in your life, do you? Rather, you have to know how they, based on their skills and knowledge of the world, would act and react. To be believable they have to be consistent.  When Role Playing try not to step outside of persona.  Don't say "I'm a 10th C Cumbrian." How many of you would walk up to a new acquaintance and say "I'm a 20th C New Zealander"? If you feel you need to specify the time, say, "I was born in the year King Alfred died, and I am thirty years old."

Think about every day situations. How your persona would do these things. How would they wake up in the morning? What would they do? How do they wash? Do they? When do they eat their first meal of the day? How would they greet others? How would they react to an insult? How would they enjoy themselves? How would they act when confronted with the unfamiliar? By necessity, you may have to make this up. Especially for early period or fantasy based personas for whom we may not actually know the answer. As long as there is some base for your invention, that will work. 
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Part 1: Starting with the Basics
The first step in defining a persona is identifying who you are, when you are, and where you are, or where you are from.  Typically, in the SCA, this information is the minimum we all provide by way of introducing ourselves.  We need a name, and a place to match it (or a really good justification for an Irish-Gaelic name in the court of an Italian Renaissance Duke), and a general sense of your personal era.  Some people may never get past the “Hi, I’m Gerf, and I’m an Oger” stage, and that’s okay, too.  But for more depth and scope, consider answers to the following set of questions:

· Who are you?

· What is your name? 

· Do you have a nickname, a patronymic, or clan name?

· What are your parents’ names? 

· Do you use your parents’ names in your own?

· Are they alive or dead?

· Do you have any brothers, sisters, or children? 

· What are their names?

· Are you single, married, widowed, separated?
These questions provide the foundation for a “family history”. From here, you can start to widen the scope of the picture you are creating:
· Where are you?

· What do you call your land, your village or town, your part of the country?

· What do other people call it?

· Have you ever traveled somewhere else? 

· Where? 

· How far was it, and how long did it take you to get there?

· What kind of structure do you live in?  

· Is it in a village, town, city, or countryside?

· How many people live there? 

· Are they related to you?
Often through history, locals knew their area as something different from what outsiders knew it as, perhaps by a nickname. The sort of residence you place your persona in provides a lot of clues into your personal wealth and stature, as well as your place in a very localized hierarchy.
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· When are you?

· How do you record dates?

· What holidays do you celebrate?

· Who is the current “reigning royalty” in your area, and what kind of interaction do you have with them?

· What major events (natural or manmade) have occurred in your lifetime?
Your placement in the historical timeline dictates everything from how you might dress, to what you live in, to the sorts of names and titles you might possess.  There are a number of general periods within the SCA context that might help steer your choice: Barbaric times (commonly called the Dark Ages, after the fall of Rome in the West), the Byzantine and Frankish Empires, The Norman Conquest and the Gothic period, the era of the first Black Plague (14th Century), the Italian and German Renaissance, the Tudor and Elizabethan eras, the Restoration (which leads up to the time of Cavalier King Charles in England in the early 1600’s).  Bear in mind these time periods are generalities only – each era has many “sub eras”, marked out by wars, reigns, advances in art or science.
 More questions defining who, where, and when you are might include:
	When are you?
What time is it? How do you keep the time?
How is your day divided?
What do you eat?
What did you have for breakfast? Lunch? Dinner?
How do you store food, or do you? 
Where do you buy food, and how do you pay?
Do you have any hobbies?
What does your house look like?
	What are you?
What do you do for a living?
What kinds of tasks does that entail?
What kind of education do you have?
If you have a trade, how did you learn it? 
Do you get time off? For what reasons?  
What do you do in your free time? How many hours a day do you work?
How many children do you have?
What are their names?


Part 2: Personal Life, Home & Hearth

Now we look at specifics of your “personal history”.  Children are fascinated by the details of the persona’s daily life, if those details appear convincing to the presenter.  They want to know everything about you. To convince them, you have to know everything, too!  
One of the key visual factors in persona development is dress. What kind of clothes do you wear? What accessories are proper for you?  It’s the little details that make the “big picture” presentation work, and often have the biggest impact.  Frequently, you will find that styles of dress also serves as a deciding factor in what kinds of activities your persona engages in. While this is often a more critical factor for women than for me, it bears consideration on both sides. Women aren’t likely to play racquetball in a tight corset. Huntsmen aren’t likely to wear tight hose and lacy Renaissance placket sleeves.
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· What sorts of past-times are available to people of your station, in your area and era?

· Do these hobbies require any sorts of specialized equipment? 

· Can you cite examples?

· How do you acquire this equipment?

· How did you learn this activity?

· Does everyone in your family do this? 

· Is it limited to particular ages, society levels, or genders

Perhaps looking at hobbies is putting the cart before the horse, but often, children want to know what games you play before they ask what you do for a living – it’s certainly a question of audience priorities.
The main problem with persona/role playing in the HFS is an inherent contradiction between playing a persona, a 'real' person in a historical setting, while being a citizen of a shire in the Kingdom of Drakenfjord, with a ranking system and culture that only bears a slight resemblance to any medieval system. 

How do you reconcile your persona with the realities of the Society? How does a 10th century Cumbrian farmer of the freeborn nobility deal with getting the Order of the Dolphin? Meeting the 14th century Welsh King of Bhurtok? Running into a 16th  century Italian at a feast? Having her hand kissed by a 15th  century lord?  There is no easy way of answering those questions. Each person will have to come to terms with this in their own way, or at least reach the point where they can ignore the bits that are too difficult to reconcile. 

One way might be to treat the other Kingdoms as some mythical land. Most western European countries had myths about a strange land in the far West, where giants lived and wonders happened. Or maybe they are Brazil - a land that you know exists, far across the lands you came from. In either case, we have arrived in these lands, where the various settlers have formed the HFS kingdoms and tried to make it work. 

Another way could be to say that this is all a dream. In 'reality', my 10th century Cumbrian is at home on the farm, plodding along in her daily life. But every so often she dreams of this strange world where the Kings are different, and people dress strangely. As it is a recurring dream, she begins to recognize things, and adjust to this otherworldly place. Perhaps this is the Other world? 

Perhaps there is some other rationale entirely that you would like to use. It varies for each of us, and for some nothing will work. A certain gentleman I have had the pleasure of discussing this topic with, has resigned himself to being absolutely unable to bridge the gap between history and fantasy. 

Finally, do not let your persona or lack of one keep you from enjoying the Society. Most people take years to really develop a persona and, like real people, personas can change over time. Feel free to ask people about their personas; they will be delighted to expound.  
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Here is a list of things you need to determine for your persona.  (If you want to grade yourself on how complete your persona story is, give yourself 2 points for each question you can fully answer, then consult the scoring charts at the end of the article.):

1) What is your Name?

a) Does it have special meaning?

2) Where were you born?

3) What are/were your parents’ names?  

a) What are/were your parents’ occupation(s)? 

b) Are both your parents alive?

i) If not, how did they die?

(1) Was it natural causes, like childbirth or disease, or was it foul play?

c) Are you /will you be broken up about their death, or  relieved? 

i) If parents die, who would get their possessions?

d) Do you wish to follow in their footsteps?

4) Do you have any siblings?

a) If so, how many brothers and/or sisters?

i) What are their names?

b) Are you the only child of your sex?

i) Is this significant?

c) How many of your siblings are alive now?

d) What contact do you have with them?

e) If any are dead, was foul play responsible, or at least suspected? 

f) What are they doing now?

g) How closely connected are you?

h) Are you on good terms with them, or would they kill you if they saw you? 
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5) What age are you? 

6) When were you born? 

7) What year is it? 

8) What units of measure do you use for time?

a) When does the day start? 

b) When is the new year? 

c) How do you describe what year it is? 

d) What date it is? 

9) Where do you live? 

10) What type of building does your persona currently live in?  

11) With whom does your persona live?  

12) Are there members of your persona's household that are not related to your persona (servants/ retainers, wards/ fosterlings, guests, etc.)? 

13) Describe your locality (village, shire, barony, etc). 
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14) Have you got family obligations, alliances? 

15) Were you parents married when you were born? 

a) If so, by what rite? I

b) If not, what consequences does this have for you? 

16) Are you married? 

a) When were you married? 

b) Why? 

c) Was the marriage arranged?

d) Were you happy with this if it was?

e) Do you still see the person regularly, or have they joined a crusade or a merchant ship or minstrel troupe for the season?

f) Are you okay with this arrangement?

g) Is your spouse alive?

h) Do/can  you have any more children with this partner?

i) Is this a problem with them?

17) What are the marriage customs and typical age of marriage for your culture?

18) Have you ever had a lover?

19) Do you have a lover right now?

a) Is this lover of the opposite sex?

20) Have you got children? 

a) Do you know where they are these days?

b) How many children have you had total, including those who have died?

21) What type of clothes do you wear for special occasions? 

22) Are there any (sumptuary) laws restricting what your persona can wear?

23) What clothes do you own? 

a) How many? 

b) Who made them? 

c) What material are they? 

d) Where did you get the fashion from? 

24) What do the peasants wear? 

25) The lords? 

26) The king? 

27) Who is your lord/overlord/baron/etc? 

28) Which country  or kingdom do you live in? 

29) Is it stable? 

30) What alliances does your country have? 

31) Enemies? 

32) Who is king? 

33) What is your relationship with him? 

34) What language(s) do you speak? 

35) Do you have military obligations, directly or indirectly? 

a) To whom? 

b) What kind? 

36) What level of education does your persona have?  

37) Where was your persona educated? 

38) Can you read/write? 

a) Does your family approve of this?

i) Who taught you? 

ii) Why? 

(1) What do you read? 
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39) What do you know of history/science/medicine/geography?  

40) What’s the most striking scientific achievement of which you are aware?   

41) Do you consider the Earth to be flat, round, or hollow?  

42) Do you believe that the Earth revolves around the Sun, or vice-versa?  

43) What do you consider to be the true measure of a man?  

44) Does your culture have heraldry?

45) What were you trained for? 

46) How good are you at the things you can do? 

47) Did you end up doing whatever it was you were expected to do? 

48) Do you fight? 

a) If so, where did you learn to fight? 

49) What type of armor and weapons are used by fighters in your culture? 

50) And how are such obtained?

51) What is your native country?  

52) What is your current country? 

53) What are the climates of your native and current countries?  

54) What are the terrains of your native and current countries? 

55) What city do you currently claim as "home"?

56) Have you ever been away from home before?

a) In what capacity has your persona traveled? (I.e., military, sailor, rich person’s hobby, etc.)
57) Are you away from home now?

58) How often have you traveled?

59) Do you plan to travel in the future? 

a) Where? 

b) Why? 

c) When? 

d) With whom? 
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60) What units of measure are used by your culture? (distance, weight, and volume)

61) What is your religion? 

a) That of your neighbors? 

b) Is this the mainstream religion? 

c) What happens to people who don't share yours/the mainstream religion? 

d) How do you worship? 

i) What kind of religious duties would be required of your persona?

e) Who/where is your ecclesiastical focal point? 

62) How do you sustain yourself? 

63) What do you eat? 

64) What do you/your neighbors grow? 

65) What is the main economy of your area? 

66) How do you get money? 
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67) Do you own land? 

a) How much? 

b) How do you count land? 

68) What is your status? 

a) Is it related to land? 

b) Can it change, through marriage, purchase, service? 

c) In what way? 

69) What coinage do you use? 

70) How do you count the currency? 

71) What do you do during the day? 

72) What is your favorite pastime? 

a) Entertainment? 

73) How do people of your culture deal with trade?  

74) How do you personally obtain goods (food, drink, clothes, etc.)?  

75) Who wrote your law? 

76) How is it enforced? 

77) Who do you talk to if you have a complaint against your neighbor? 

78) Who has ultimate jurisdiction? 

79) Is your family involved? 

80) What happens to an outlaw? 

81) What kind of legal system exists in your culture?

82) What kind of punishment would a thief get? 

a) A murderer? 

b) A rapist? 

c) An adulterer? 

83) If you were to fall ill, who would you call to see to you? 

a) What sort of treatment might you receive? 

b) Who would look after you? 

c) What might be wrong with you? 

84) Are pets kept in your culture? 

a) If so, what kind, if any, does your persona have?
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85) What threats do you face? 

86) What do you fear? 

87) What are your prospects, hopes, plans? 

a) What do you hope for? 

b) What can you expect? 

88) What spices were available to you and how expensive were they?  

89) What were the eating habits of people of your culture?  

90) What are the cleaning/bathing habits of your culture?  

91) What types of wildlife live in your area? 

92) What is most likely to cause your death?

a) If you died, who would get your possessions?

93) Do you work for anyone?

94) Does anyone work for you? 

95) Do you ever go out at night?

96) Is there anyone who knows you by a name other than your real one? 

97) What are your goals?

98) What is the status of women among your culture and can they own property or conduct business?

99) What major events have occurred during your lifetime? (Natural catastrophes, wars, revolutions, discoveries, etc.?)
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100)  List your skills and hobbies (at least five each). For each, note where and why you learned them.

SCORING

2 - 40 points § You have an introductory persona story. 
42 - 80 points § You have a basic persona story. 
82 - 120 points § You have a solid persona story. 
122 - 140 points § You have an advanced persona story. 
142 - 160 points § You have a very advanced persona story. 
162 - 170 points § You have an extremely advanced persona story. 
172 - 200 points § You have a persona story with great insights.
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