Introduction to Names in the SCA


One of the coolest things about the SCA is that we get to choose our own names as part of the personas we create.  It’s not quite as simple as opening a book of baby names, but it can be fairly straightforward if approached with an open mind.

What’s in a name?

Names are built up out of parts, which are divided into two kinds that most of us would recognize – given names and bynames.  “Byname” is a big catch-all term for all the ways people indicated which John, Iohann, or Jehan they were talking about.  For all these types of bynames, some cultures used them, and some didn’t (or used them rarely, or only used them later in period).

· Bynames of relationship are the most common in nearly any culture – they say who you are related to.  Patronymics (“who’s your daddy”) are the most common of form, but there are other forms.
· Locative bynames say where you’re from.  This may be a specific town or city, or a generic location (“by the brook”), and may be an adjective form or a “of X” form.

· Occupational bynames say what it is you do, in a straightforward, concrete way. 

· Descriptive bynames are straight-up descriptions of you, like someone trying to point you out across a crowded hall. 

· Surnames are inherited family names.  They are the most common form of byname in our modern culture, but they were a fairly late thing in the SCA’s time period and some cultures never picked up on them.
The Theoretical Best Way to Choose Your Name

1. Create the beginnings of your persona by choosing a culture and a time period

2. Pick a given name and a byname from lists of names from that culture and time period.

3. Put them together in a manner appropriate to that culture and time period.

… And a Slightly More Realistic Way

1. Figure out what’s most important to you in a name … is it a culture? A time period? A pronunciation? A meaning?   Do you have any name parts picked out already?
2. If you have a name part, figure out what culture and time period it’s from.  

3. If you have a meaning, check that it fits into the types of bynames above.
4. Then, look at lists of names that would go with what you’ve already got.

And, of course, if you haven’t picked a name yet at all, and you don’t have a culture or time period yet, there are a couple ways to go:

· Pick a very common name that has cognates in other cultures (John, Mary, etc.).  Not only will it give you flexibility in the future, but they make great historical recreation (in many cultures, the vast majority of the people have one of a very small pool of names)

· Find a herald (or one of the sites listed on here) and look through names of various cultures and see if one jumps out at you.  It’s the name equivalent of looking through books of portraits to find a culture you like by their clothes. 

… And What Not to Do

There are lots of ways to choose a name that often result in unregisterable names:

· Choose a name from a fantasy novel - writers are not (usually) onomasticians

· Choose a name from a baby book – especially if it gives “meanings” or says “celtic”

· End your research on Wikipedia – it can be a good place to start, but not stop

· Pick a meaning, and translate it into another language with a modern dictionary

· Base your name on a persona story involving three or more cultures

· Choose the name of a famous person, or that implies you have supernatural powers

Documenting Your Name for Registration
For many names, the “documentation” can be small enough to fit on an index card, by using the “standard” resources listed in Appendix H of the Administrative Handbook which don’t need photocopies, including the name articles on the Laurel website.  You don’t need to reinvent the wheel! Your documentation needs to include:

· For each part of the name, the source it is found in, and what that source says about the name (Is there a date? What header is it found under (and which spelling is dated)? Is it a given name or a byname?). 
· How you put those parts together.  This should match the culture and time period of the parts of your name.  If the parts aren’t all from the same culture (and nobody else has mixed them before), you may need to show that the cultures had significant contact.

Very useful resources:

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

· Name articles on the Laurel website: http://heraldry.sca.org/laurel/names.html
Many articles with lists of names and the construction of names, including …

· Naming Construction & Patterns http://heraldry.sca.org/laurel/names/patterns.html
Which can help you put the pieces of your name together

· Appendix H of the Administrative Handbook: http://heraldry.sca.org/laurel/admin.html#APPENDIXH
A list of standard, no-photocopy resources you can use for documentation

· The Academy of St. Gabriel’s Medieval Names Archive: http://www.s-gabriel.org/names
Even more articles on names in even more cultures

· OSCAR, the College of Arms commentary system: http://oscar.sca.org/ 
See what names other people have submitted (and “borrow” their docs!)

Other resources you may find helpful:

· The Problem Names Project: http://medievalscotland.org/problem/ 
Some names people think of as being medieval that aren’t
· Heraldic Myths: http://www.modaruniversity.org/Myths.htm
A loooong list of myths about heraldry, names, 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 names or construction
