Introduction to Armory in the SCA


One of the coolest things about the SCA is that we get to design our own arms and badges so that we can mark ourselves and our stuff.  There are a few gotchas (and making sure it’s not too close to anyone else’s can be complicated), but designing armory is pretty straightforward.
Some Terminology
Armory is the umbrella term for devices and badges.  Devices are your primary armory – they’ll go on scrolls and banners and things like that.  They say “This is me! I am here!”  Badges are what goes on favors, boxes, plates, your people, households, and just about anything where you want to say “this is mine!”  If you have an AoA, your device is also called your arms.

Charges are the things that you put on armory, like fesses, lions, mascles, and mullets.  Some of them have specialized terms (a mullet is what most people would call a “star” and a fess is a horizontal big stripe across the middle), but many of them are words recognizable to all of us.  
	
	Metal
	Color
	Neutral

	Plain tinctures
	Argent (white)
Or (yellow)
	Sable (black)
gules (red)
azure (blue)
vert (green)
purpure (purple)
	

	Fur
	Ermine
erminois
	counter-ermine
pean
	vair
potent

	Proper
	light grey
light skin tones
	Dark grey
dark skin tones
brown
wood
	


However, heralds do use the word “color” a bit differently than most of us – they use “tincture” as the umbrella term for all sorts of colors.  Tinctures are divided, overall into two kinds: metals (light colored things) and colors (dark colored things).  Furs are based on patterns made up of actual pieces of fur stitched together.  “Proper” is a way to describe some things in their “natural” state, like brown wooden items.   Things that are half-and-half are neutral.  This includes two kinds of furs, but is most often describing something that has been divided, with one half a metal and one half a color.
Your armory needs to have good contrast.  Colors have good contrast with metals.  Both of them can have good contrast with neutrals, as long as they don’t share a tincture.

There are many ways to divide fields and charges, which have names based on the big-stripe ordinaries that they resemble.  The divisions usually are “per X”.  The ordinaries are:
· One-stripe: pale (vertical), fess (horizontal), bend (top left to bottom right), bend sinister (bottom left to top right), chevron (like a ^), chevron inverted (like a v)

· Two stripe: saltire (like an X), cross (like a +, the field division is ‘quarterly’)

· Three stripe: pall (like a Y), pall inverted (an upsidedown Y)
Other types of charges you can use:

· Animate creatures like lions, wolves, birds, fish, etc.

· Inanimate items like plants, tools, and simple geometrics (stars, squares, circles) 

Some Ideas for Designing Your Armory
1. Figure out what you’re going to use it for – a device will get used differently than a badge will.

2. Figure out what’s most important to you in your armory – are there charges that are important to you?  Pick a metal and a color or two that you like.

3. Your armory isn’t a resume – it doesn’t need to use charges related to what you do in real life or in the SCA.  The meaning of your armory is the meaning you give it by your actions in the SCA.  

4. If you have a strong persona already developed, you may want to choose from charges, tinctures, and arrangements of charges from that culture.

What Not to Do

There are a few things not to do.  This is usually because they are presumptuous and/or indicate that you have inherited arms from your parents, which we don’t allow.  Don’t:

· Use restricted charges (like the Red Cross or the red hand of English Baronets)
· Use reserved charges  (unless you’re entitled to)

· Design arms that look like marshalled arms (usually inherited) – take care with per pale and quarterly fields, so that they don’t look like independent arms
Do You Have to Document Armory?
For almost all armory, you don’t need documentation.   If you are using a reserved charge (like a coronet), you’ll need to demonstrate that you’re entitled to display it (just referring to the OP is enough).  In a few other cases, you may need documentation.
Charge Groups 
SCA armory and conflict checking are based on charge group theory.  This is a modern way to describe things that we see in period armory; medieval heralds don’t seem to have used it explicitly. Charges can generally be split up into four kinds: 
· main thing in middle of field: primary charge group

· things around main thing: secondary charge group

· things on other things: tertiary charge group

· things entirely overlaying other things: overall charge group

When designing armory, there are a few things to remember about charge groups:
· It should be very clear which charge group is which

· Use no more than two different types of things in a charge group (most period armory has only one type of charge per charge group)

· All things in a group generally share same posture/orientation

The Beginnings of Blazon
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Blazon is the language of heraldry.  There are quite a few books out there which discuss the terminology of blazon.  Other than terms for specific charges, the ones you are likely to need fall into these categories:
· parts of the shield  (note, though, that the SCA doesn’t use terms like “honor point”)
· tinctures

· field divisions

· complex lines

· arrangement

· postures/orientations

Like any language, there is an overall order that it usually follows.  There are a few bits which are more about personal taste and style, but it’s hard to go wrong by sticking to this order:
1. field (including fieldless) – top to bottom, left to right

2. charges – number, type, and any other adjectives (location, arrangement, posture)

a. primary charges 

b. secondary charges (except peripheral charges)

c. tertiary charges (except those on peripheral charges)

d. peripheral charges, and tertiary charges on them

e. overall charges

Very useful resources:

· The Laurel King of Arms’ website: http://heraldry.sca.org/
General information, the standards and rules, and …

· Armory articles on Laurel’s website: http://heraldry.sca.org/laurel/armory_articles.html 
A number of articles about many aspects of armory

· The Glossary of Terms: http://heraldry.sca.org/coagloss.html 
Definitions of some heraldry and SCA-heraldry-specific terms and useful tables of reserved and restricted charges and SCA defaults for proper and orientation

· The Academy of St. Gabriel’s Medieval Armory Archive: http://s-gabriel.org/heraldry/ 
Links to many online period rolls of arms

Other resources you may find helpful:

· Heraldic Myths: http://www.modaruniversity.org/Myths.htm
A loooong list of myths about names, armory, heralds, and heraldic processes 

· The St. Gabriel Report Archive: http://www.panix.com/~gabriel/public-bin/archive.cgi 
Reports answering specific questions they’ve been asked about medieval armory

· OSCAR, the College of Arms commentary system: http://oscar.sca.org/ 
See what armory other people have submitted 
