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Introduction 

I remember a time many years ago when I was still fairly new to medieval and 

Renaissance re-creation1. I was younger and impressionable, and I had suited up in fifty 

pounds (22.68 kg) of armor to practice with other armored combatants who had taken me 

in as one of their own. The ten or so fighters around me were my family, as were the 

thousands of others like us across the world.  

In a fight against someone I looked up to quite a bit, he pressed the attack, 

throwing blow after blow with a palpable intensity before landing a solid hit along the 

temple of my steel helm, as if ringing that bell symbolized the end of the fight. I smiled, 

as I tend to do, and saluted him, acknowledging a well-placed shot, but his face, looking 

out of his helm, was troubled. He took me off to the side, the senior fighter sitting down 

with the novice for a heart-to-heart talk in some odd reflection of a father-son scenario, 

with the two of us wrapped in a cumulative hundred pounds of armor.  

“What are you doing out there?” he asked, almost incredulously. “I have seen you 

fight better and with more intensity before. Where is that now?”  

“I’m just having fun.” I said, wiping away sweat that was cool in the autumn air 

after I pulled my helm off. “It’s practice. You’re all my friends and family. I don’t want 

to hurt anyone.” 

“You need to be able to switch that intensity on, though.” His expression showed 

that he was trying to figure out how to phrase something. He was a fighter and an artisan, 

each a natural talent honed with dedication to a degree of virtuosity, but he was also 

introverted. His life was expressed in the works of his hands, and taking the time to talk 

to me like this was out of character. “I know you’re a nice guy and don’t want to hurt any 

of us. I like that about you. But you need to be able to fight any fight as if your life 

depended on it.” 

Holding up his helm, he said, “I invest this helm with a personality. It’s a mental 

exercise. I can be kind or gentle, but the helm is a fighter. When I put the helm on, I 

become that. I channel that personality.” 

I looked at the helm in his hands and the armor he wore. It was exquisite 

craftsmanship, like all his creations, and inspired by Scythian art, with creatures from 

 
1 Historical re-creation, for the purpose of this thesis, refers to an attempt to recreate the culture and crafts 

of another time. It differs from historical reenactment, which tends to refer to an attempt to reenact a 

particular event, such as the Battle of Hastings or the US Civil War. 
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mythical tales in repoussé and a horsetail crest on the helm that created an imposing 

image. I absorbed what he was saying, processing the idea that, when he was out there on 

the field, he was not wearing the helm; he was the helm. The implications of that, and the 

part of the human experience that called to, stayed with me. As he forged the helm and 

the mystical creatures that adorned his armor, was he casting it in the mold of a part of 

himself? Was that the intention from the beginning? Was there a deeper meaning for him 

in the motifs than just reproducing art or expressing his creativity? Was he unique in this? 

Or was I being offered a window into the minds of so many others throughout history?  

Now, twenty years later, I must confess that this thesis is largely driven by my 

need to understand this phenomenon in him, in so many others and, truth be told, in 

myself. Thinking back on the suits of armor I have seen, whether they be from a knight, 

a king, a re-creationist/reenactor, or a martial artist, my perception of all of them has been 

informed by this experience. In this thesis, I will show how armor can allow the wearer 

to embody ideologies and aspirations and enact the ritual of armored tournament combat 

within the context of a chivalric martial culture. I will explore the values, beliefs, aspects 

of identity, and aspirations that armor evokes and communicates for its owners. Beyond 

protection, what roles did armor historically play in people’s lives while encasing them 

from head to toe and concealing their identities? What roles does it play for today’s 

armored combatants? Even now, there is a discernable ritual foundation in armored 

combat. Different aspects of it are conserved, adapted, and developed in various groups.  

Definitions 

The terms “chivalry” and “armor” are evocative, each calling up myriad concepts 

likely shaped or influenced by cultural preconceptions. For the purposes of this thesis, 

though, I will establish some basic definitions of these terms.  

 Dating back at least as far as the early Middle Ages in Europe, chivalry was a code 

of ethics followed by the warrior culture among members of the nobility called knights. 

The tenets that chivalry was said to incorporate often changed according to who was 

writing about it and in what century, but the cardinal virtues of the knight are said to be 

“honor, prowess, and loyalty,” with various sources also including “generosity, 

compassion and pity, courtesy, courage, and religious zeal” (Lacy and Ashe 1996, 87). 

Some scholars have a simpler view of the institution, claiming that “The essence of 

chivalry is the imitation of the ideal hero” (Huizinga 1924, 29). Chivalry has been many 

things to many people, changing over centuries and undergoing reinvention in different 
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times and places. Identified for centuries with the Christian faith, one example of how 

chivalry can be many things to many people is the testimony of a man known in the SCA 

as Duke Eliahu ben Itzhak, who notes: 

For me, Knighthood as a concept is the single best embodiment of the virtues I 

was raised with. I’m Jewish by background; I was raised with virtues of courage, 

honesty, and service, so chivalric virtues were the cultural ones I grew up with. 

My models were biblical stories of Hebrew warriors, and tales of knights. In many 

ways, those were the same thing (“On Being a Knight | The Æthelmearc Gazette” 

n.d.). 

The Age of Chivalry is most often associated with the Knights of the Round Table 

and their monarch, King Arthur, a “mythohistorical English monarch” that Linda Dégh 

describes as a heroic legend (Dégh 1997, 486). Although Geoffrey of Monmouth places 

the reign of King Arthur as 455-475 CE, the earliest known record in which Arthur is 

mentioned by name dates to 600 CE (Lacy and Ashe 1996, xxxiii). In this thesis, the term 

“Age of Chivalry” refers to an age that, like King Arthur himself, may or may not have 

ever existed within a historical context. I will let others debate whether the deeds and 

characters that populate and define these ancient narratives were inspired by factual 

historic figures. I have no intention here to validate or invalidate beliefs in King Arthur, 

the Knights of the Round Table, or in the historical basis of chivalry. Rather, I will 

evaluate the relationships of these beliefs with the folk groups that have followed in their 

wake and the material culture these groups create—specifically, armor—and how it is 

used to evoke this age.  

While I recognize that some have defined the Age of Chivalry as stretching well 

into the 16th and 17th centuries, my research has lead me to the conclusion that these later 

examples of armored tournaments and chivalric performances represent attempts to evoke 

an earlier age, not unlike how the Renaissance is marked by attempts to evoke the art, 

architecture, and philosophies of the Golden Age of Greece and Rome.  

From a practical standpoint, armor is a suit of durable material worn to protect the 

wearer. The types of armor vary according to time period, region, cultural influences, and 

resources. Armor could be anything from the laminated linen used by the Greek Hoplites 

to hardened leather, which could be made by anyone with access to animals with thick 

skin, all the way to finely crafted, full-plate suits that were nothing short of art worked 
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from metal. Armor has been made from many different materials, but perhaps the most 

iconic armor is made from metal. Among the metals commonly used for armor, the most 

prominent have been iron and, for the higher quality armors, steel. The limited use of steel 

in armor has been documented to the 4th century BCE, but the metallurgical techniques 

necessary to reliably produce the quantity of steel required for larger pieces of armor were 

not widespread in Europe until the later Middle Ages (Williams 2003, 7). Today, armor 

is still used, including metal helmets worn by the military and riot police and body armor 

made of extruded and woven liquid crystal polymers. Whatever the material of the armor, 

its defining factor is its protective quality. This function is the baseline for our definition, 

but armor can mean so much more within a cultural context.   

According to the age-old adage, “the clothes maketh the man,” and armor is 

certainly no exception. In this thesis, I will explore the relationship between armor and 

identity, as well as the contexts in which this relationship flourishes. If identity is an active 

and mutually constitutive process between different people, cultures, and material culture, 

then armor, when involved, will certainly have a voice in that negotiated construct. Armor 

is not only a protective tool but also an example of what Pravina Shukla would consider 

a costume, as it is worn in exceptional circumstances (martial and ceremonial occasions) 

and, like all costume, it "enhances, elaborates, and exemplifies certain dimensions of the 

self” (Shukla 2015, 249). I will consider what impact the incorporation of symbolic motifs 

has on identity from the perspectives of the wearers, the armorers, and the observers. 

Theoretical framework 

In this thesis, I will present relationships between people and armor through emic 

assessments of authenticity and identify qualities of imitation and innovation in material 

culture and practice. I will examine historical and current cultural contexts in which 

armored combatants try to ritually recapture and relive the Age of Chivalry. I will 

examine the collaborative process of the armorer and the wearer to design and create 

armor, and I will examine armor’s role in the negotiation of the identity of the wearer. I 

will also use theories of festival and ritual to examine the customs of the martial culture 

of the largest and one of the oldest of the groups conducting armored tournaments today.  

A vital aspect of armor is that it is part of the material culture of the armorer and 

the wearer, so it not only has the utilitarian role of personal protection but also displays 

the artistry and many of the strongly held cultural and individual worldviews. Although 

the ornamentation on armor often presents secular themes, it also frequently includes 
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religious images, for “…material culture—culture made material, materials made art—

opens an oblique but fruitful entry to religion” (Glassie and Shukla 2018, 5). While they 

form one of the most powerful and visible themes in historical armor and associated 

martial rituals, religious views are just one dimension of the complex array of identities 

and beliefs that are expressed through a personal relationship with armor today. 

Methodology 

This thesis relies on qualitative data collected through long-form, semi-structured 

interviews with armor researchers, museum curators, armored combatants, and armorers. 

I interviewed, corresponded with, and collected information from twenty-three 

individuals in Europe, Russia, the United States, and Canada who each have expertise in 

the use and culture of armored combat. The fieldwork for this study was carried out from 

October 2019 to June 2021. I also draw upon autoethnography, a research method in 

which the researcher uses personal experience informed by careful self-reflection to 

describe and critique cultural beliefs, practices, and encounters. Embracing the 

researcher’s relationship with others, this method acknowledges potential bias and 

provides cultural context (Adams, Holman Jones, and Ellis 2015, 1–2). Autoethnography, 

a research method that utilizes the “researcher’s personal experience to describe and 

critique cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences”. (site Tony Adams p 1) .This allowed 

me to make use of my background of thirty years of involvement with historical re-

creationists, including armorers and armored combatants, and to convey a holistic and 

emic understanding of the relationships between human actors and armor as well as the 

intrinsic connection between the role of armor and the ritual aspects of the martial cultures 

that use armor. The fieldwork and autoethnographic data are contextualized by historical 

research from secondary sources and complemented by detailed descriptions of specific 

pieces of armor and armoring processes. 

While my original intent was to focus primarily on key aspects of the material 

culture of armor, this research took place almost entirely during the period of the covid-

19 epidemic, making direct contact with primary sources impossible as borders were shut 

down, the museums that house the historical items were closed, and the events where the 

current material culture is used were canceled until further notice. This caused me to 

reassess my methodology and switch from participant observation to relying on 

interviews conducted online with people who have direct relationships with armor and 

armored combat. This ethnographic turn of techniques has been a double-edged sword. It 
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was advantageous in that I was able to interview people from a much larger geographic 

range who I would not have spoken with if I had relied on face-to-face contact in a specific 

field site. As I listened to their stories, I realized that no matter how much I studied the 

armor, I would never have as deep an understanding of as these individuals whose 

relationship with it was so personal and dynamic. It quickly became obvious that the 

higher priority was to do everything I could to make their voices heard.  

The other edge of the sword is that, with covid-19 impacting every aspect of our 

lives, I could not travel to these people. I had intended on using “thick observation”, 

suiting up in armor to fight alongside them and help in their workshops to build or repair 

the armor in an effort to “capture something of the multisensorial nature of these martial 

art practices in the settings studied” (Brown and Jennings 2017, 37). As I had to rely 

largely on correspondence and interviews over the internet, I found myself crafting 

questions to incorporate shibboleths to signal identity (Noyes 1995, 465), code-switching 

my speech patterns, and drawing heavily on connections from my past to try to build 

rapport with people who I did not always know. Those I did know from my history in 

armored combat were happy to help, although I worried that these individuals were more 

inclined to tell me what they thought I wanted to hear. In the end, all these people have 

remarkable tales to tell. If I have one regret about the way this thesis turned out, it is that 

I did not have the time or space to give each of these individuals their own chapters to 

relate their stories.  

Literature Review 

Historical data on previous medieval martial revivals were necessary to give context to 

the ethnographic data, but the relevant historical records have certain limitations and 

biases. The information that we have on historical figures is largely what can be gleaned 

from their literate contemporaries, but only when those writings were deemed significant 

enough to store and preserve for centuries. While some the authors were able to generate 

impressive detail by scouring multiple sources, this limitation nevertheless sometimes 

resulted in a narrow window through which to examine an intricate and complicated 

image (Barber and Barker 2000; Holloway and Palmgren 2005; Huizinga 1924; Kaeuper 

2001; Lipscomb 2009).  

In contrast with the limits of these historical accounts, fieldwork data produced 

with contemporary ethnographic methods give extensive and nuanced insight into 

cultures. As these methods had not been extensively applied to medieval re-creation folk 
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groups before the current study, there were abundant opportunities for new research. The 

challenge was limiting the breadth and depth of the study to make it manageable. To 

address aspects of modern chivalric culture, I weighed heavily on folkloristic approaches 

to concepts such as identity (Noyes 1995), authenticity (Bendix 1997), the forces of 

conservatism and dynamism (Toelken 1996), festival (Stoeltje 1992), and ritual (V. 

Turner 1979; Bauman 2004; C. Bell 2009; Magliocco 2014). 

A central body of scholarship for this thesis comes from hoplology, the study of 

martial cultures and practices, which is associated with Sir Richard Francis Burton in the 

19th century and was revived in the 1960s. Hoplology exists at the intersection of multiple 

disciplines and has historical and ethnographic elements (Williams 2003; Brown and 

Jennings 2017; Edge 2000; ffoulkes 1912). Thus, it provides a sort of central nexus where 

different strands of this research cohere and defines a scholarly corpus and intellectual 

tradition into which this study fits. While this thesis engages with the work of several 

scholars of martial cultures, Brian Price stands out. His insight into history, armoring, and 

the cultures of chivalric re-creation, past and present, show a deep and nuanced 

understanding of networks of folk groups and armorers and the nature of their 

relationships (Price 2000).  

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the role of armor, this thesis 

addresses it as material culture, defined by Henry Glassie as “the conventional name for 

the tangible yield of human conduct” (Glassie 1999, 41). While there is currently a lack 

of folkloristic scholarship on armor as material culture, Glassie’s perspective on material 

culture in general facilitates engaging with and understanding armor’s relationship to the 

specific dynamics of chivalric martial culture. Because armor is worn on the body, it 

resembles costume in the ways that it enables personal and cultural expression. Pravina 

Shukla’s research on costume and dress creates a strong framework for examining this 

aspect of armor’s relationship with identity and symbolism (Shukla 2015). 

Contemporary folk groups involved in armored combat 

Informed by historical models, I sought out the perspectives of modern armorers and 

armored combatants. Although there are noteworthy parallels between historical and 

modern armored combatants, I recognize that they are products of cultures separated by 

generations and geography, limiting the degree to which historical examples can inform 

our understanding of contemporary phenomena. Still, the parallels in their situations and 

what they strive to accomplish are worth consideration, as each group takes great pains 
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to attempt to capture some facet of the cultures that inspire them. While this thesis focuses 

on contemporary manifestations of this phenomenon, it also necessarily contextualizes 

them through this history from which today’s medieval re-creation groups have taken 

direct inspiration. Across the world today, these groups gather throughout the year at 

practices, conventions, tournaments, and large-scale melees to recreate, with varying 

degrees of historical accuracy, their respective interpretations of the Age of Chivalry. The 

equipment is often adapted to each group’s specific purpose, creating a wide array of 

variants of armor. When groups prefer padded weapons, little armor is needed to allow 

for the relative safety of participants. As the weapons grow heavier and more lethal, the 

need for heavier and more protective armor becomes increasingly important. Thus, the 

weapons used by different groups in full-contact competitive martial arts will always 

impact the armor’s design.  

The groups I examine here tend to fall into the general categories of “historical 

reenactment” and “living history”. While many scholars in the US tend to view these 

terms as synonymous, European scholars tend to differentiate between them. Brian R. 

Price provides concise definitions that will guide the listings of specific groups below: 

Historical reenactors provide a valuable microcosm in which to observe 

reconstructed details of medieval life, all interacting to create a more coherent 

picture of what life was like during a particular place in time. Living history 

reenactors work more in the tradition of the chivalric romance, where feats of arms 

serve as a mechanism for the improvement of the individual as defined by the 

chivalric ideals (Price 2000, 23–24). 

Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) 

The Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) is an international non-profit volunteer 

educational organization dedicated to research and re-creation of pre-17th-century arts, 

culture, and skills. It falls under the European definition of living history, although it also 

has traits that make it unique among living history groups. To avoid confusion between 

the terminology in Europe and in the US, where the SCA is based, I use the emic term 

“re-creation”, which appears in the SCA mission statement (“Society for Creative 

Anachronism Mission Statement” n.d.), when referring to this group. 
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One of the more notable skills that the SCA promotes is full-contact combat, 

which is divided between rapier combat (a form of fencing) and “heavy” combat (the 

designation for fully armored combat). SCA combat is a competitive martial art form, and 

it is not staged or performed for the sake of an audience. In fact, one detail that sets the 

SCA apart from many other re-creation (living history) groups is the fact that it has no 

audience. All of the activities, martial and otherwise, are only witnessed by other 

participants, which has been the case, by design, since the first event in 1966 (Paxson 

2021). Although the combat is largely inspired by European martial arts of the era, it also 

includes safety regulations that prevent dangerous practices like grappling or using the 

shield as a weapon, and it frequently incorporates techniques borrowed from other martial 

art forms. Heavy weapons are primarily made of rattan reinforced by a wrapping of 

fibrous tape to make them safer, but they are still easily able to break bones or deliver a 

concussion, and on occasion, they do just that. During combat, each blow is gauged by 

the person receiving the strike to determine whether it was of sufficient force to count as 

a maiming or killing blow. Rapier combat uses thin steel blades with a dull edge and 

requires lighter armor, usually consisting of multiple layers of densely woven cloth or 

leather and a mask similar to those required of modern fencers. The general rules 

regarding heavy armor regulations are that the armor must meet safety standards, and any 

Figure 1: The 45th Annual Pennsic War,  

Society for Creative Anachronism event.  

Photo credit: Mathilde Lind, used by permission. 
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part of the armor that is blatantly not of period material or construction must be covered 

in a way to conceal it. This guideline is used throughout the SCA in pavilions, armor, and 

garb, the term used to describe medieval-style clothing worn by participants. Thus, 

historical accuracy is not required, and “Anachronism is assumed. But the way to stand 

out is to wear garb that is well-researched and well-made, adhering as much as possible 

to historical antecedents” (Shukla 2015, 196). Armor shares this quality, and having well-

researched, well-made armor is an aspiration for most SCA fighters.  

Historical European Martial Arts (HEMA) 

Historical European Martial Arts (HEMA) is a group that is known for dedication to 

historical fighting styles while consistently researching ways of making them more 

effective. They regularly offer courses and workshops, and they do not shy away from 

tactics like grappling. They are well respected among many scholars of Western martial 

arts for their efforts to make scanned copies of early fighting manuals available to the 

public. Because their weapons differ depending on the school of combat they are teaching 

at the time, including blunt metal weapons, period fencing weapons, wooden practice 

weapons, or even padded weapons, their armor standards also vary greatly. While I draw 

sparingly from HEMA for this thesis, my correspondence with its members provided 

valuable insight into the 

group’s criteria of 

authenticity for Chapter 

3. 

Historical Medieval 

Battles (HMB) 

Historical Medieval 

Battles (HMB), 

sometimes also called 

Buhurt, is an armored 

competition sport using 

blunt steel weapons. 

Much like the SCA, the fighting is divided between single combat tournaments and larger 

scale melees. Unlike the SCA, these martial contests are often held with an audience and 

sometimes, as in the case of Battle of the Nations,  

Figure 2: Historical Medieval Battles (HMB) 

Photo credit: Volodymyr Schlenchak  
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televised. In tournament combat, blows that land on the opponent are counted, and the 

first to reach an agreed-upon number of successful strikes is the victor. Mass combat, on 

the other hand, has an equal number of combatants on each side who fight until only one 

of the teams has anyone left standing, making them the victors. Because of the intensity 

of this form of full-contact combat, the armor safety requirements are some of the strictest 

of the groups, but they still maintain strong standards of authenticity, according to armor 

scholars (Shlenchak 2020). 

Historical reenactors 

Historical reenactors are set apart from the re-creationist/living history groups.  Among 

them are enthusiasts who reenact historical battles like the Battle of Hastings in England 

and the Battle of Visby in Gotland. These events focus on commemorating the historical 

event with a certain level of pageantry rather than on competition, dedication to the 

martial arts, or reliving an Age of Chivalry. The combatants tend to take measures to 

assure the safety of participants such as slowing movements, control of force, purposely 

striking the most armored body parts, and sometimes theatrical or choreographed combat. 

Brian Price notes that “This lack of competition adds few constraints to the design of the 

armour—historical accuracy is far more important in this context than is true within the 

living history societies” (Price 2000, 24). This frees the armorers to focus on maintaining 

armor standards that are less focused on safety and more on historical authenticity of 

design and 

construction. Every 

button and buckle is 

subject to scrutiny, 

and participants take 

great pride in their 

creations. 

Reenactment groups 

are not a major focus 

in this thesis, but their 

experience and input 

has been valuable to 

my research.  

Figure 3: Battle of Hastings Reenactment  

Credit: Duco de Klonia - Wikipedia 
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There is also considerable crossover between reenactment groups and re-

creationist groups, and many armorers cater to both. Different as these groups may be, 

they are each drawn by the passion to capture a piece of historical martial culture. They 

are ideal sources of information about armored combat in that their engagement in 

research from an experiential point of view gives them insight that no book or museum 

collection can offer. 

Mark Berry is one of the many armorers who caters to more than one of these 

groups. Working in in the United States, Mark makes armor for the SCA as well as for 

historical reenactors, researching and crafting armor from Japan, Rome, and Western 

Europe.  In Tallinn, Estonia, Edvards Puciriuss makes armor for any of the groups, but he 

specializes in catering to reenactors and collectors and creating pieces of exquisite 

craftsmanship. When I asked him about his clientele, he observed that many fighters are 

not dedicated to owning such artistry in armor and are unwilling or unable to pay for the 

time and skill he invests into his pieces. Brian R. Price, who is also an armorer as well as 

an armor scholar, similarly observes that “Budget is generally a key factor for 

reproduction clientele; most will not be able to afford the additional time required to 

create a piece using the correct medieval techniques” (Price 2000, 18). Avoiding creating 

a financial barrier to entry is one of the reasons that groups like the SCA have more open 

criteria about what kind of armor is acceptable, as long as the armor corresponds to safety 

standards. Another example of an armorer who caters to multiple groups is Edward 

Shayhutdinov, from Fay Armoury in Kazan, Tatarstan, in Russia, who makes armor for 

HMB but also produces pieces for museum exhibits. Armoring is a specialized field, but 

there is enough demand that he was able to quit his museum job to create armor full time 

because it was more lucrative.  

The relationships between combatants, armorers, and armor should always be 

viewed through the lens of the social and cultural contexts in which they exist. While 

there is much crossover among members and significant inter-group influence, I will use 

the Society for Creative Anachronism as a model for the ritual aspects of armored combat, 

as they exhibit a demonstrative culture of reviving and reinventing the ritual aspect of the 

tournament and the martial culture that surrounds it. While narrowing the focus was 

necessary to enable close attention to specific rituals in context, other sections maintain a 

broader, comparative perspective. The variation in the groups is valuable for illustrating 

a range of approaches to reviving or reinventing different aspects of the martial culture of 
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the Age of Chivalry, and I will be drawing from many well-informed views from outside 

of the SCA for this purpose. 

While I did not draw from them as a source for this thesis, their superficial 

similarity to medieval reenactment or re-creation groups makes it important to mention 

groups that fall into the category of Live Action Role Playing (LARP). These groups tend 

to draw more from fantasy than history, creating characters to play in an imagined setting. 

There is often a differentiation here between how participants view themselves versus 

how they view their characters. An individual will reflect on what their character did or 

the skills their character has, such as the ability to pick locks or cast spells. While there 

are parallels between LARP and the SCA, one of the key differences is that the SCA’s 

practice of generating “personas” is used more as a tool to focus one’s era and area of 

research, while a LARP is more likely to use the “character” to define what hypothetical 

skills or abilities they have when acting out a fantasy scenario. Additionally, I have known 

a number of individuals in the SCA who have made pilgrimages to places associated with 

their persona or voiced an interest in doing so. This is less common with LARPs, as 

players tend to create characters inspired by popular fantasy narratives. While some 

within the historical reenactment and living history communities tend to discount LARP, 

I have also noted a number of instances of crossover in membership between LARPs and 

reenactment or re-creation groups, and many of the HMB communities in Eastern Europe 

have grown from LARP practices (Shlenchak 2020).  

Chapter summaries 

In Chapter 1, I describe the history of re-creations of the Age of Chivalry to give context 

to today’s practices. As new generations reinvent the principles of chivalry and armored 

combat according to their own perceptions and cultural views, time and distance allow 

for the erasure or blurring of class and gender boundaries, allowing those who would once 

have been forbidden to participate to embrace a new image of the Age of Chivalry. 

In Chapter 2, I explore the criteria that armored combatants and armor scholars 

from different groups use to evaluate armor’s authenticity. I then evaluate the qualities of 

armor through the lens of a craftsperson and as material culture. 

Chapter 3 addresses how armor influences the way that people see the wearers 

and how the wearers sees themselves. Through interviews, I examine the impact of armor 

on identity and the degree to which it allows the wearer to express who they are and who 

they aspire to be.  
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Chapter 4 presents an SCA event as festival before describing the rituals of 

tournament combat, knighting, and coronation. Each ritual is analyzed to uncover how it 

evokes the Age of Chivalry and relates to the culture of the SCA as a martial society. 
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Chapter 1. More Than Once Upon a Time: A Brief History of Evoking the Age of 

Chivalry 

1.1 Henry the Medieval Re-creationist 

I have spent twenty-one years competing in full-contact armored combat at events 

celebrating what some have termed the “Age of Chivalry”. When discussing this with 

others outside the culture of medieval re-creationists, I have met with two distinct types 

of responses. The first is: “Why would anyone do that?” The other, much less frequent, 

response is something like “How do I get started?” I cannot say what it is about human 

nature that divides those that crave such an experience from those that will never 

understand the appeal, but the divide is distinct, stark, and sometimes alienating. 

It is always refreshing to find someone else who understands this experience, 

showing me that I am not alone. While conducting my research, I found just such a 

connection with another medievalist attempting to recreate the Age of Chivalry. His story 

is very different from my own, yet it shares key details that are difficult to overlook. The 

more pieces I was able to reconstruct of the puzzle that was his life, the more I got the 

impression that he would identify. 

One June, he participated in a very large event, with around ten thousand people 

in attendance (Barber 2020), yet given that this powerful, broad chested man was 

described by contemporaries as “gifted, courageous, gentle, noble, brilliant” (Lipscomb 

2009, 24), I imagine that he still managed to stand out. Despite this, it was not his 

brilliance or noble countenance that most would see when looking upon him during the 

daytime activities. It was the finely crafted armor that covered him from head to toe.  

A visually striking part of his armor was the pauldrons. Covering the shoulders, 

they moved with a balance of sliding rivets and floating plates, two different articulation 

techniques that allow for optimum protection and mobility. Each was etched with intricate 

images, the left pauldron bearing the image of the Blessed Virgin, Mary, who would 

watch over and protect him (Dowen 2020b). The right pauldron bore the image of Saint 

George, the slayer of the dragon and patron saint of soldiers and of England, who would 

strengthen his arm to the purpose, that he might face his own dragons that day (Attwater 

1981, 148). Saint George had served him well in the past, having been etched into a 

previous breastplate he once fought in, so he made sure to include the trusted saint on this 

armor as well (Dowen 2020b). 
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The details on his tonlet, the skirting of articulated plates worn around his hips, 

were equally impressive and symbolically significant. It was decorated in a checkerboard 

pattern of peacock blue and gold, the color scheme of his entire suit. He liked to wear 

dark, rich colors, and the suit reflected that fashion sense as well. Around the base of the 

tonlet, etched into the gold-colored squares of the checkered pattern, were the symbols of 

his family (Dowen 2020b). Through 

them, his forefathers were always 

with him, as he bore their symbols 

on many pieces of his armor, which 

came together to encase him in over 

sixty-four pounds of steel and 

symbolism (Royal Armouries 

Museums n.d.). This armor was him 

and expressed all that he 

represented, or at least what he 

wanted to represent in his longing to 

take his place among the chivalric 

knights, warriors, and heroes of old 

(Lipscomb 2009, 33). 

In the final few days of the 

event, the fighters would proceed to 

the list field (Barber and Barker 

2000, 2), making their way around 

the palace that had been built just 

for this event. With that 

consideration, it was a respectable 

bit of construction, each side spanning a hundred meters. (Barber 2020) It was no 

Camelot, but it still helped to contribute to the overall feel of the environs.  

In the middle of the lists was constructed a short barrier that stretched out wide 

enough that ten men lined up shoulder to shoulder could fight over the top of it. With this 

structure, they could fight over it as if it were a castle wall and the combatants were 

defending against a siege, but the higher priority was the safety of the combatants, even 

if it meant keeping them apart to avoid grappling. The weapons lined up on the side of 

Figure 4: Tonlet Armour Worn by King Henry VIII 

Foot combat tournament - Field of Cloth of Gold 1520 

Credit: Royal Armouries Museum, Leeds 
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the list field had each been rebated and blunted,2 also to prevent serious injury (Dowen 

2020b).  

Among these blunt steel weapons were two-handed swords, the man’s weapon of 

choice for such events. Bearing one of these, he would test his mettle among the one 

hundred and five other warriors taking the field that day (Dowen 2020b) in a test of arms 

where only skill, strength, and the will of God would decide the victor, as it had been 

since the time of King Arthur’s knights and before. 

Perhaps the man felt that unbroken chain connecting him to these figures of 

legend. I wonder if this was one of those rare magic moments (Shukla 2015, 129; Handler 

and Saxton 1988, 245) when it all seemed very real and he felt as if he was transported 

back to the mythic Age of Chivalry to stand alongside them, embodying honor, chivalry, 

lineage, and divinity. In a few days, the event would end, and he would go home and 

celebrate his twenty-ninth birthday, but in that moment, he stood outside of the boundaries 

of time. He knew he would keep competing in tournaments like this for the rest of his life, 

always reaching out to achieve one more magic moment. 

The event in question was the foot combat tournament on the last two days of the 

Field of Cloth of Gold, a diplomatic event that took place in what is now known as 

Balinghem, France, in June 1520 CE, and the man who guided us through it is Henry 

 
2 Rebated blades lack sharp edges for the relative safety of the combatants. The points were blunted, often 

flaring to a metal ball on the tip to prevent spears and pikes from piercing. 

Figure 5: Field of Cloth of Gold 

Oil Painting 1545 

Credit: Royal Collection – Hampton Court 
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Tudor, better known as King Henry VIII of England. Although he competed in 

tournaments after his twenty-ninth year, in 1536 CE, two weeks after the death of his first 

wife, Katherine of Aragon, he suffered an injury while competing in a jousting 

tournament during which his horse rolled over him. He survived but was unconscious for 

two hours, and many on site began to speculate that he would die (Lipscomb 2009, 43). 

When he did awaken, his life had been changed. Between a leg injury that never healed 

and possible brain damage, he would never be the same, cursed and blessed with the 

memories of those magic moments that he would never experience again. 

1.2 Survivals, Revivals, and Reinventions  

Although Henry VIII was, in his prime, an avid adherent of the romantic construct we 

know as the Age of Chivalry, he was certainly not the first or the last of his kind. Tales 

of King Arthur and the era of knights and chivalry that have become synonymous with 

him have influenced European thought, especially in Great Britain, for centuries (Price 

2002, 200–201). In Winchester, 

England, there is an immense round 

tabletop once thought to be the iconic 

relic of Arthurian legends. Displayed 

proudly on a wall in Winchester 

Castle, this oaken tabletop measures 

eighteen feet across and weighs 

roughly one and a quarter tons. Upon 

its surface is painted, in loving detail, 

twenty-four segments in green and 

white, each marked along the edge 

with the name of one of King Arthur’s 

knights. In the center is a rose, and at 

the top, from the direction in which it 

hangs, is painted the image of King 

Arthur himself. The catch is that the 

image is not Arthur at all, but Henry 

VIII, and the rose in the center is the same family image, the Tudor Rose, that decorated 

so many of his suits of armor, including the suit from the foot combat at the Field of Cloth 

Figure 6: Round Table - Winchester Hall, England 

Atlas Obscura 

Credit: Martin Kraft 
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of Gold. He had the table painted in 1522, inserting his countenance into the legend and 

filling the role of Arthur himself (Lacy and Ashe 1996, 518). 

 In reality, the round table in question was not the table of legend but was 

constructed to evoke the tales. An early theory states that it was built by order of Edward 

III in 1344 CE when he was attempting to revive the order of The Knights of the Round 

Table, as he was quite enamored with the legend. This did not work out, though, and he 

opted to establish the Knights of the Garter instead. Carbon dating of the table later placed 

its origins as more likely attributable to Edward I, also an avid Arthurian enthusiast, for 

an event in 1299 CE (Lacy and Ashe 1996, 518–19). Whatever the origins of the table 

are, it is obvious that the tale of Arthur and his knights has captivated many generations 

of British royalty. They are not, however, alone in this enchantment with the chivalric 

ideal. 

Whether it be through survivals or revivals, the practice, symbolism, and ritual of 

armored tournament combat seems to carry on throughout much of Europe. David Edge, 

Armour Curator and Conservator at The Wallace Collection in London, England, writes 

in his forward to Brian R. Price’s Techniques of Medieval Armour Reproduction: 

The skills and excitement of the tournament were perpetuated in the 17th and 18th 

centuries by the delights of the Carousel, while in the 19th century our Victorian 

ancestors became almost obsessed with knights and armour, fueled by retold tales 

of King Arthur and the novels of Sir Walter Scott. The wealthy antiquarian 

collectors of the era wanted to get in on the act, not just read about it. They dressed 

up in medieval-style clothing, furnished their homes in ‘gothic’ taste, hosted 

medieval banquets and dinners, were painted in period costume, and sought 

generally to rediscover a preindustrial golden age of knighthood, honour, and 

chivalry. As well as wearing original armours, they commissioned new ones from 

the craftsmen of their day, which they wore to reenact tournaments and pageants. 

(Edge 2000, xi–xii)  

During the 19th century, “Continental Europe periodically saw officially 

sanctioned tournaments that celebrated treaties or royal marriages” (B. Bell 2005, 215). 

One such occasion is a clear and mindful reflection of the event that Henry VIII competed 

at almost three centuries before, as well as yet another homage to the Age of Chivalry. In 

1839, H. Curling writes in Some Account of the Field of Cloth of Gold of Eglintoun, 
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“Perhaps I may as well premise t’ye, that I have always been rather ‘half seas over’ on all 

subjects connected with the good old times, and that it has ever been my disposition to 

hold in especial reverence and delight, ‘all circumstances of chivalry,’ and whatever 

pertaineth to its day” (Curling 1839, 1). The event in question, which inspired Curling to 

wax poetic about chivalry and the “old times”, would go on to inspire countless others. 

In August of 1838, Archibald William Montgomerie, the thirteenth Lord of the 

Scottish estate of Eglinton, located in Kilwinning, North Ayrshire, Scotland, sent out 

invitations for a grand medieval tournament that would take place in a year’s time. 

Arrangements were made to feed hundreds of guests at a great banquet boasting medieval 

dishes and abundant alcohol. Of course, abundance is relative, and word got out to the 

papers. Soon, Lord Eglinton began getting pleas to join in the medieval festivities from 

far and wide. He likely had not imagined that approximately 60,000 curious souls would 

descend upon his estate, eager to take in the spectacle and pageantry, yet that they did (B. 

Bell 2005, 201).  

It was around this time 

that the writings of authors like 

Sir Walter Scott had become 

easily accessible and quite 

popular around this time, 

allowing romanticized 

narratives of medieval heroic 

exploits to flourish in literature 

and theatre that reached a 

diverse cross-section of the 

population (B. Bell 2005, 192). 

The era of medieval 

reenactment being relegated to 

nobility had passed, and much of the drive for revitalization of the practice had risen up 

from among the general populace, rather than trickling down from the aristocracy. This 

may partially account for the number of people in attendance at the Eglinton Tournament, 

which functions as a microcosm that reflects the larger cultural phenomenon.   

It is also an undeniable fact that figures within the nobility were often equally 

captivated by these medieval narratives, leading nobles like Lord Eglinton to facilitate 

such an event. As he writes, “I have pored, when a boy, over the exploits of King Arthur, 

Figure 7: Eglinton Tournament Invitation 

Credit: Wikipedia 
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till I could have given up my bright hopes of future years for the grave that held the glories 

of a Sir Tristram or a Sir Lancelot” (Epps 2009, 38). It would require others like him, 

with enough drive and resources to take up armor, to bring such a performance of martial 

prowess to life. It also required the work of specialists, like the armorer, Samuel Pratt, 

who opened his London showroom on Lower Grosvenor Street to accommodate all of 

these aspiring “Arthurs” with the needed protective gear (Bryden 2020, 658)  When the 

day of the tournament came, 35 armored “knights” took to the field at Eglinton, ready to 

joust and take part in honorable combat, with these numbers quickly dwindling to 13 and 

10 “knight visitors”, the rest yielding to the considerable weight of the armor and 

exhaustion (Holloway and Palmgren 2005, 3–4).  

In the years following Lord Eglinton’s attempt to recreate the Age of Chivalry, it 

has been critiqued and mocked for everything from the rain that drowned out the first two 

days of the tournament to the perceived political overtones of hosting such an event. It 

has also been celebrated and praised as an inspiration that remained in the public 

consciousness for decades. Perhaps one of the more nuanced views of Lord Eglinton and 

what he strove to accomplish comes from Alex Tyrrell, who observes that “In effect, he 

was protesting against what he saw as the ideology of modernization and social 

divisiveness” (Tyrrell 2005, 47).  

Although society at large may not have been able to sustain the momentum of 

such a social movement, for those with resources, the Age of Chivalry was always within 

Figure 8: The Melee - Eglinton Tournament - 1839 

James Henry Nixon 

Credit: Wikipedia 
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grasp. Even as a pacifist, noted textile designer and poet, William Morris, found himself 

enchanted by it.  

From a smith with a forge near the castle in Oxford he ordered a bassinet, a 

recherché kind of helmet. He and Burne-Jones often needed obscure pieces of 

armour for their drawings. Morris’s solution was to have Arthurian armour 

specially made. Sometimes there were hazards: once, trying on his bassinet, he 

found that the visor would not lift. Burne-Jones describes Morris, ‘embedded in 

iron, dancing with rage and roaring inside’. The most ambitious of his 

commissions was a surcoat of ringed mail with a mailed hood and a skirt coming 

down beneath the knees. The day that this arrived he was so pleased with it he sat 

down to dinner in it. He looked ‘very splendid’, Burne-Jones wrote loyally 

(MacCarthy 2010, 133). 

While not all enthusiasts would admit to dining in their armor, they were certainly 

not above trying it on, when the opportunity arrived, and commemorating the occasion. 

David Edge notes,  

in the early decades of the [20th] century it was not enough for the great scholar-

collectors, whose acquisitions form the basis of so many of our modern museums, 

to merely amass the stuff and display it in grand ‘baronial’ style; there, in the 

archives of many of those same museums, can often be found the sepia-tinted 

photographs to prove that those giants of intellect and acquisitiveness, too, were 

drawn to try on for themselves their prized pieces of historical armour and be 

recorded in the act for posterity (Edge 2000, xii).  
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In the early 20th century, burgeoning 

industrialization in the United States and a 

depressed European economy lead many 

affluent people in the US, embracing their 

role as a kind of new nobility, to collect 

pieces of European armor. Among these 

were the newspaper mogul William 

Randolph Hearst, the industrialist Clarence 

H Mackay, and John Woodman Higgins. 

Higgins worked at, and eventually 

inherited, the family business of Worcester 

Pressed Steel in Worcester, Massachusetts, 

often simply called “Presteel”. Specializing 

in sheet steel products, a knight in armor 

was the company’s logo (“History of The 

Higgins Armory Collection, Worcester Art 

Museum” n.d.; “John Woodman Higgins 

and the Higgins Armory Museum” 2021, 3). Like many of his peers, Higgins grew up on 

tales of knights and chivalry. During World War I, Presteel manufactured prototype 

helmets for US soldiers based on designs from Dr. Bashford Dean, curator of Arms and 

Armor at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Dean and Higgins grew to become 

friends (“John Woodman Higgins and the Higgins Armory Museum” 2021, 7). Soon, 

John Woodman Higgins, with Dean’s guidance and expertise, began his armor collection, 

culminating in the construction of a building with the express purpose of housing his 

collection in 1928. This structure would become the Higgins Armor Museum, the largest 

museum in the United States dedicated entirely to armor (“John Woodman Higgins 

(1874-1961) - Find A Grave Memorial” n.d.), and now, a part of the Worcester Art 

Museum that still gives live demonstrations of how armor evolved and how it works. 

 

1.3 Chivalry Reborn 

On the other side of the United States, in 1965, in Berkeley, California, a young student 

of medieval literature named Diana Paxson was writing and drawing illustrations for a 

fantasy and science fiction fan magazine. While visiting the home of two other scholars 

Figure 9: Worcester Pressed Steel 

“Presteel” Company Logo 

Credit: Weddingwire 
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who contributed to the magazine, she noticed two metal shields, lined with leather and 

painted, hanging on a wall. Noting that these shields seemed to show the wear of use, she 

asked about them. The individuals informed her that “we're trying to figure out how 

medieval combat was done by doing it” (Paxson 2021). She immediately invited them to 

her duplex where she had a yard that they could practice in while she could take the 

opportunity to sketch them for an article in the magazine.  

Before long, Paxson got an idea, and began to organize a medieval themed party 

where they would hold a grand tournament. She recruited folk dancers from Mills 

College, aspiring fighters from among her friends, scholars who could perform readings 

in the “old languages” and several others from her social circle. Before long, invitations 

were sent out. By the time of the event, on the 1st of May in 1966, Paxson recalls that 

there were fifty attendees in total, twelve of whom competed in makeshift armor in the 

tournament. When Diana 

Paxson later wrote about that 

first event, she compared it to 

the Eglinton Tournament (A. 

L. Turner 2010, 4; Paxson 

2021). Per Paxson’s insistence, 

everyone who attended was a 

participant and dressed in 

medieval garb or armor. There 

were no spectators. After these 

festivities, the party of twenty-

four who remained set out 

marching down Telegraph 

Avenue through Berkeley in 

all their finery, “protesting the 

20th Century” (Shukla 2015, 

118). While it was a humble 

beginning compared to what occurred in Eglinton 127 years before, it sparked something 

within the community that people yearned for, and many of the participants were inspired 

and driven to sustain the fledgling group. 

Soon after, one of the active members, Marion Zimmer Bradley, gave the group a 

name: the Society for Creative Anachronism, or SCA. In 1969, the SCA was incorporated 

Figure 10: Invitation to the first event of what would  

Become the Society for Creative Anachronism 

Credit: Reddit 
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as an educational nonprofit organization in the state of California (A. L. Turner 2010, 4). 

Today, the SCA has membership of over 30,000 paid members and a significant number 

of participants without active memberships. In accordance with Diana Paxson’s design, 

there are still only participants and no spectators (Paxson 2021). The current incarnation 

of the mission statement adheres closely to its original inspiration: 

The Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) is an international non-profit 

volunteer educational organization. The SCA is devoted to the research and re-

creation of pre-seventeenth century skills, arts, combat, culture, and employing 

knowledge of history to enrich the lives of participants through events, 

demonstrations, and other educational presentations and activities (“Society for 

Creative Anachronism” n.d.). 

While the SCA has grown and changed over the years, a primary focus of many 

events is still the armored combat, which has also evolved in both form and function. 

Since my early involvement in the SCA in 1992, I have heard stories from the more 

venerable members of the days when the helms were often made from empty freon cans, 

and the armor regulations were less stringent. According to tales from multiple 

individuals, in the early 1970s, combatants started to trickle in with backgrounds in other 

martial arts, and they incorporated much of their conditioning and tacit knowledge into 

their armored combat. One individual of note is Paul Porter, known in the SCA as Duke 

Paul of Bellatrix, who some have credited with making the need to upgrade armor 

standards (literally) painfully obvious. Over the course of thirty years, Duke Paul fine-

tuned the evolving martial art of SCA armored combat, incorporating portions of other 

martial arts to help shape the form of competitive combat that we see today (Price 2000, 

35).  

Before long, the material culture of the martial wing of the SCA had changed 

profoundly, adapting to the evolving needs and skills. At an exhibition of the history of 

the SCA featured during the event marking the organization’s 50th Anniversary, held in 

Danville, Indiana in 2016, I got to see some of these early suits of armor and the damage 

they had sustained. Each of these pieces of armor was simple and unadorned, as the early 

armorers lacked the skill and resources to create the ornate works we sometimes see 

today. At best, these rudimentary suits of armor were decorated with a monochromatic 

layer of paint to give them each character and some protection from the elements. Seeing 
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the roots of the SCA’s martial material culture provided valuable insight into how far the 

combatants and artisans have come. 

In reflecting on the progression traced through the Field of Cloth of Gold, the 

Eglinton Tournament, and the series of events hosted throughout the history of the SCA, 

we can see two evolving factors that directly impact the design of the armor: social class 

and the inclusion of women. Each has influenced the material culture of these groups. 

1.4 Social Class and the Reinvention of Chivalry  

During the 16th Century, it required a sizable fortune to host an event like the Field of 

Cloth of Gold. Although no actual treaties were signed at the event, it was still labeled as 

a significant diplomatic function and funded as such (Barber 2020). The armorers had 

been retained by the nobles to produce armor that would not only protect them but also 

display, from head to toe, the larger-than-life identity that they wished to embody, rife 

with familial, national, and even supernatural symbolism.  

By contrast, the Eglinton Tournament saw many of the 35 combatants enlisting 

the specialized talents of the armorer, Samuel Pratt, to make them suits. Even those who 

had suits in their homes from ages past usually had to take them to the armorer to have 

them altered, making repairs as well as altering size and proportions to make sure the suits 

fit and moved properly. With the narrow time allotment and Samuel Pratt’s limited 

experience and training, there could be no excessive decoration of the suits of armor. 

Given that the trend did not continue through to the end of the decade, there was likely 

no flood of armorers training long hours in repoussé and filigree to create artifacts of art 

and identity. Given that the well-to-do were the only ones in a position to feed this interest, 

even though there may have been a keen interest among the working classes, this meant 

that there was not enough ability to carry this tradition forward. The craft of making armor 

would remain in the hands of only a few specialists who would maintain the suits for 

museums and wealthy collectors through the early 20th century.  

It was not until the Society for Creative Anachronism created a rare and fertile 

ground for generations of armorers and combatants across class lines that we would see 

more expression of identity in armor. In my years fighting in the SCA, I have fought 

beside construction workers, computer programmers, artisans, teachers, a minister, a 

mechanic, social workers, retirees, and bureaucrats. I have never seen a class bias 

expressed. There is a hierarchy in the SCA, but it is largely ceremonial in nature, and 

higher ranks are based on accomplishments, not on social class or lineage. The highest 
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status one can earn, the title of king, is won by test of arms in a tournament, and that status 

can only be held for a maximum of six months at a time. 

While fine armor and gear can be acquired in the SCA, it does not have to be a 

barrier to entry. Individual branches of the society are often filled with artisans who are 

willing to host gatherings for sewing, armoring, and numerous other crafts; hence, the 

educational aspect of the SCA mission statement. Makers who have devoted many years 

of their lives to an art like armoring have often reached a level of skill that inspires those 

with the resources to pay for the hours spent creating such art. One SCA combatant who 

is a physician in his daily life sheepishly admitted to me that he had paid for fourteen 

months of a renowned armorer’s time for his prized armor (Hodges 2020). However, he 

felt that the money was well spent and was very aware of the need to support artisans to 

keep the craft alive and consistently improving.  

1.5 Gender and the Reinvention of Chivalry 

The 16th Century was not particularly hospitable to crossing traditional gender roles, and 

accordingly, I have found no evidence of female armored combatants at the Field of Cloth 

of Gold, nor have I seen any sign of an armoring tradition from this era that would 

accommodate a female form.  

The 1800s brought a bit more acceptance in the form of a movement of longbow 

enthusiasts in England and Scotland. They not only crossed lines of social class, 

facilitating middle class participants to take up the bow, but also gender boundaries, with 

female archers actively involved in the movement (Arnstad 2019, 2). There was a 

particular surge in archery societies in Southern Scotland in the 1820s and 1830s (Arnstad 

2019, 28). One of these societies, The Royal British Bowmen, can trace its foundation to 

the marriage of Sir Richard Brooke, fifth baronet of Norton Priory, Cheshire, to Mary, 

the daughter of Sir Robert Cunliffe of Acton Park, Denbighshire in 1787. They set up an 

archery range to amuse their guests, regardless of gender. It was such a hit within the 

community that many of them decided immediately after to establish The Royal British 

Bowmen, the first archery society to admit women (Johnes 2004, 197–98). There was 

precedent for this, as the bow had been viewed as a “gyft of God” to the British and a sign 

of patriotism for centuries (Davies 2007, 224–25), and its use was not restricted to men. 

In the 1480s, a Venetian ambassador commented on the woman archers of Britain, and 

Anne Boleyn, in 1534, was said to be quite the accomplished archer (Davies 2007, 232). 

With this long and rich history, it only stands to reason that there was an all-female group 
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of archers in attendance at the tournament. Called Abercorn’s Archers, they were 

immortalized in the poem, “Pleasures in Ayr”: 

When that rain had subsided, all present cried hail! 

To Glenlyon who spite of the wind led the Gael, 

And Abercorn’s Archers so bonnie and fair, 

For the belles brought a bundle of bows into Ayr. (Epps 2009, 109) 

Archery seems to have provided a culturally acceptable means for women to take 

part in such martial endeavors. In a list of 60 archery societies from 1785-1845, 

documented by Henrik Arnstad, 42% of the societies recorded women as active members, 

although there may have been more who were not mentioned in the records (Arnstad 

2019, 27). With a few notable exceptions, women would not see significant representation 

in armored combat in the 

19th century. 

One of the most 

remarkable of these was 

Ella Hattan, also known as 

“Jaguarina”. The star pupil 

of the Danish swordmaster 

Colonel Thomas Hoyer 

Monstery, Hatten had 

defeated sixty male 

challengers by 1897, 

inspiring the Boston Daily 

Globe to proclaim her “the 

only woman in the world 

who has . . . been able to 

wrest championship 

honors from men of the 

greatest skill in the use of 

all chivalric weapons” 

(Monstery 2015, 25). 

Figure 11: Ella Hattan - “Jaguarina” – 1885 

Credit: Wikipedia 
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However, it would take many more decades before women would have a more prominent 

role as armored fighters. 

The Society for Creative Anachronism, by contrast, began in a very different time. 

It was founded by a woman, named by a woman, and has hosted female fighters starting 

fairly early in its history, with the first woman recognized for the order of knighthood, a 

martial order of significant esteem in the SCA, in 1976 (“Women of the Chivalry of the 

SCA | Gunnvor’s SCA Fighting Blog” n.d.; Paxson 2021). Although I have heard from 

several female fighters that acceptance is not always easy, varying a bit according to 

regional culture, I have also heard tales of all-female fighting sisterhoods within the ranks 

of the SCA. There is even a fighting manual called The Armored Rose, written by Tobi 

Beck, with tips that address female anatomical differences in armored combat (Beck 

2012). Other groups of armored combatants have also grown to be very supportive of 

women taking up armor. In an interview with a female Historical Medieval Battle (HMB) 

combatant, she spoke very fondly of the sense of support and genuine affection she felt 

within the armored combat community (Tarnovskaja 2019).  

In Techniques of Medieval Armour Reproduction, Brian R. Price explains that: 

Large aggregate groups such as the Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) have 

given wide-reaching public exposure to their form of tournament re-creation. 

Smaller groups have emerged in parallel, focusing on a more authentic 

presentation of a given historical period. Today there are more than a hundred 

medieval reenactment companies spanning Europe, Australia, Canada, and the 

United States. Working within the parameters of these groups as laboratories for 

the resurrected Western martial arts, reenactment armourers have pushed the 

practical knowledge of what medieval armour might or might not have done by 

using the product of their work in the field. Indeed, many of the more skilled 

armourers working in the United States are also accomplished “knights”, welding 

their knowledge of metalwork with intimate, practical experience gained by using 

their work under the stress of real fighting. (Price 2000, xvi) 

As Price notes, the SCA is certainly one of the longer lasting and more well-

documented of the organizations across the world today attempting to recreate aspects of 

the Age of Chivalry through practice. However, it is important to understand and 

acknowledge that there are several other groups, like Historical European Martial Arts 
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(HEMA) and Historical Medieval Battles (HMB), trying to capture elements of this ideal 

and spirit, and I will include information in this thesis from some of these groups for a 

broader understanding of the cultural trends involved. The longevity of the SCA and its 

“creative” nature has nurtured a unique environment for individual expression that has 

resulted in fertile soil for the culture of armored combat to thrive and evolve in, making 

it the ideal case study for this thesis.  

 As each wave of re-creationists recasts the Age of Chivalry in the mold of their 

own cultural preconceptions, we see the very definition of chivalry and armored combat 

evolving. Boundaries of class and gender, once virtually impenetrable, have become 

malleable or even inconsequential. The two constants are that all these attempts to reach 

for the mythic Age of Chivalry were done through the lens of the respective cultures and 

all of them found what they saw through that lens to be worthy of striving and literally 

fighting for.  
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Chapter 2. From Inside the Armor: Examining Armor’s Qualities 

2.1 Authenticity as an emic quality 

In my years of fighting in the Society for Creative Anachronism, a detail that always 

struck me as unique is how in the SCA, armored combat is judged through an honor 

system. This means that the person receiving a blow gauges whether it grazed across the 

armor with no real impact, had insufficient impact to be considered a successful hit, or 

landed with sufficient and often painful effect. Because spectators may not know exactly 

to what degree the strike was successful, it weighs upon the honor and judgement of the 

recipient of the strike to evaluate and respond accordingly. In the esoteric folk speech of 

the SCA, this is referred to as “judging the blow from inside the armor”. In a group in 

which chivalric conduct is a cultural cornerstone, this simple gesture speaks volumes.  

As with any other topic, one of the first steps in examining armor is to establish 

the boundaries for how we define it. While each medieval re-creation group’s armor is 

inspired by the armor we see in museums, portraits, and tapestries, there are safety criteria 

required of some groups that were not an issue when the original historical pieces were 

designed. An exact copy of a suit of armor in the museum is something that any armored 

combatant would be proud to own, but it may not fit the safety requirements for the SCA 

or the HMB. What qualities are necessary for armor to fulfill its role within a particular 

context? As I progressed in my research, my relationship with armor and its qualities 

became more complicated, and I began to develop an increasingly thorough 

understanding of these boundaries as they are defined by the communities that make and 

use armor. As the malleable nature of those boundaries came into focus, I was reminded 

of Regina Bendix’s realizations during her early fieldwork experiences: “Although I had 

intended to study ‘the real thing’, what was real or genuine to the performers obviously 

differed from the notions of authenticity held in my discipline where (re-) inventions were 

considered a form of tampering with ‘genuine’ tradition” (Bendix 1997, 12). Similarly, 

my preconceptions of a standard definition of “real armor” were short lived when I began 

interviewing scholars and armored combatants. I quickly learned that, just like how 

authenticity itself is a social construct, so are its boundaries, but just like so many social 

constructs, it held a very prominent position in the views of my informants and I felt that 

it needed to be addressed. This was precisely why Pravina Shukla stresses the importance 

of soliciting the assessment of others about material culture. Because “we should be less 
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interested in our assessments as outsiders than in learning how to understand the culturally 

relevant assessments made in terms of native aesthetic systems (Shukla 2016, 465).”  

The differences in definitions of authenticity not only exist between practitioners 

and researchers but also between different performers and groups. The practitioners, in 

this case, those who create, use, collect, or study armor, vary greatly in their opinions. 

What makes armor authentic to a museum curator concerned with historical accuracy may 

not be what makes armor authentic to a combatant, who is focused on protection and 

mobility. An additional consideration is that not all groups of combatants have the same 

needs, as their rules and choice of weapons each necessitate different qualities in armor. 

As a preliminary approach to evaluating the variable criteria of the authenticity of armor 

within the cultural context of multiple folk groups, I have decided to borrow from the 

SCA’s culture for a solution and let each group’s representatives “judge the blow from 

inside the armor,” respecting the individual views of each group and acknowledging 

authenticity’s emic nature. 

Posing the question of what constitutes an armor’s authenticity, I approached 

armor enthusiasts from multiple, often overlapping, groups. When interviewing them, I 

had to consider how the different criteria of each group would greatly influence their 

views of armor’s authenticity according to the qualities that are prioritized within that 

group. In discussions with armorers from different groups, I encountered strong opinions 

of what is and is not “real armor”, and it became clear that I was going to have to establish, 

for clarity, what makes armor authentic. The varying criteria made assessing authenticity 

a remarkably nuanced endeavor. 

An example of this can be seen in the Society for Creative Anachronism’s general 

guidelines that, beyond the safety regulations of their armor, “special attention should be 

paid to one’s appearance and to maintaining the atmosphere of a medieval event. Thus, 

all authorized combatants and marshals shall avoid, disguise, or cover conspicuous 

modern materials and modern sports gear unless these are necessary for medical reasons” 

(“An Tir Book of Combat” 2019, 16). This gives a lot of flexibility. I have seen hardened 

leather gauntlets built around street-hockey gloves and brigandine armor using 

polyethylene plastic for plates under leather or fabric. I personally have used T-6 aircraft-

grade aluminum under leather to lighten my kit. 

Alternatively, other groups focus on a much more rigid interpretation of 

authenticity, only making exceptions where additional protection is required. One such 

group is Historical Medieval Battles (HMB), which is adamant about the fact that “The 
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approved protective arms for HMB competitions must be a reconstruction of medieval 

armor (must have the exact dimensions and general historically accurate appearance)…”, 

going on to list some of the safety regulations before returning to their standards that “All 

parts of the equipment have to meet the technical and aesthetic requirements, and 

represent a complete set of one time period within a span of no greater than 50 years 

within a region” (“Battle of the Nations: Rules for Buhurt Catagories” 2020, 6). This 

means that fighters should not bother showing up to a competition if their 15th-century 

barbute and their 16th-century pauldrons are not documentable to within fifty years of one 

another.  

One individual I interviewed, Chris Kerr, comes from an academic background 

and is involved with Historical European Martial Arts (HEMA), a group that takes great 

pains to reproduce the martial arts of medieval and Renaissance Europe with dedication 

to revitalizing these traditions using exacting standards. When asked about his criteria for 

authenticity, he responded 

Armour is ‘authentic’ when it captures the proper line and proportion of original 

pieces, when it has authentic composition and construction, and when it is 

documentable in these things (meaning that excellent conjectural pieces cannot be 

considered to be truly authentic if we cannot prove them to have existed, no matter 

how well made, or by whom) (Kerr 2020).  

The tendency of HEMA members to adhere to the source material, as reflected here, 

would certainly fit well with Walter Benjamin’s assertion that “the presence of the 

original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity” (Benjamin 2008, 6). Although 

allowances are made for reproductions, they will always be held to the standards of the 

established examples.  

I have found similar views among people in reenactment communities, where 

authenticity tends to be assessed according to a much more rigid set of standards. Edvards 

Puciriuss, an armorer who is a part of the reenactment community in Tallinn, Estonia, 

expresses strong opinions about the division between historical armor and armor that 

deviates from the original designs, which he tends to view as creations of “pure fantasy” 

(Puciriuss 2019). Previous and more comprehensive studies from the United States, where 

“living history” also falls under the heading of reenactment, have found that “Living 

historians explicitly define authenticity as isomorphism between a living-history activity 
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or event, and that piece of the past it is meant to re-create. In other words, the natives 

consciously understand authenticity as perfect simulation” (Handler and Saxton 1988, 

242).3  

Skyler Nichol approaches the topic of authenticity with more allowance for 

context. Like Kerr, he has a background in academia and HEMA but is active in the SCA 

as well, which is more accepting of deviations in armor standards for the sake of mobility 

and competitive optimization as well as safety. He concedes that there are actually two 

definitions. The first is that “from an academic/art historian view, authentic would mean 

that the armour was produced during the time in which it was historically used. It is the 

genuine article, not a victorian [sic], turn-of-the-century, or modern reproduction” 

(Nichol 2020). The disavowal of Victorian reproductions is not a new phenomenon. 

Despite the cultural impact of 19th-century attempts of revisionist revival, the armor did 

not bear up well to the test of time. Even the notable armorer of the Eglinton Tournament, 

Samuel Pratt, gained a certain amount of stigma for his liberal interpretations of the craft, 

being remembered with such epitaphs as “by 1933, Pratt had become a menace to 

authenticity” (Thrush 2011, 16).  

The second of Nichol’s definitions addresses a more utilitarian aspect of armor 

that may speak to his SCA experience. 

For modern authenticity, we look to documentable function, shape, and 

techniques (often if you're using traditional technique, you're going to be closer 

on the other two). If constructed properly, even novel and synthesis pieces 

(combining multiple ideas/developing your own educated design as opposed to 

reconstructions) can be considered authentic, if there is a reasonable likelihood 

that the piece in question could have existed based on the construction, style, and 

form (Nichol 2020).  

More in the spirit of this second definition, Jon Reynolds’ perception is one that 

is more prevalent within the SCA, which seems to have strongly influenced his views. He 

prioritizes his criteria for authenticity to incorporate shape, construction, material, and 

weight, in that order, explaining that  

 
3 Scholars in the United States often identify Living History and reenactment as synonymous, while scholars 

in Europe tend to differentiate between the two (Schöbel 2020, 72). To avoid confusion, I have opted to use 

the emic term “re-creation” when dealing with groups like the Society for Creative Anachronism, which 

European sources would classify as Living History but sources in the US would not.  
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A problem with historical authenticity in these games is the different roles of 

armor. The historical goal was to come out of any encounter alive. Our goal is to 

not get hurt. So our armor is WAY more covering and protective, because them's 

the rules (Reynolds 2020). 

This philosophy places the armor used by the SCA and HMB (Historical Medieval 

Battles) more in line with the era of tournament armor exemplified at the tournament at 

the Field of Cloth of Gold, where the safety of the combatants was a significant concern 

and armor regulations were strict and dutifully adhered to, even by kings (Dowen 2020b).  

Reflecting on the multiple perspectives expressed about authenticity in a 

conversation among armor enthusiasts, Amanda D. Taylor notes that  

The variety of answers you're getting reflect the ways in which armor is real to 

different kinds of users and scholars. I'd say they're all legitimate methodological 

approaches to authenticity, but since I'm trained as a historian and literary scholar, 

authenticity for me is bound up with the period and culture of its making. Lots of 

beautiful, functional, superbly designed armor is made today and I appreciate it, 

but for me ‘authentic’ is armor made in the premodern age(s) (Taylor 2020). 

Given her academic background, her personal criteria are not surprising, although she 

also recognizes the validity of other approaches.  

This awareness of the emic and subjective nature of authenticity and its malleable 

definitions is vital to a fuller understanding. In these interactions, many individuals who 

acknowledged, if not associated with, more than one group expressed a more nuanced 

view. This accords with the assertion that “If any individual could be a member of 

numerous, shifting folk groups, then authenticity could no longer be the rare property of 

isolated groups. If expressive culture lived in the fleeting moment of enactment, then 

authenticity should have been recognized as experiential, rather than static and lasting” 

(Bendix 1997, 198). Each of these individuals experiencing authenticity through the lens 

of their own relationship to armor defines it by the criteria of that relationship. The more 

folk groups each is active with, the more nuanced their respective view of authenticity 

and their relationship to the subject.  
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2.2 Imitation versus innovation 

Based on the observations above, it may be useful to frame authenticity not as an absolute 

value, but rather as a quality of an individual’s relationship with a subject, in this case, 

armor. Within each relationship is a polarity stretching between the qualities of 

“imitation” and “innovation.” These are not absolute values or qualifications of 

authenticity, so much as qualities of those relationships. The armor made and used by the 

individual groups can be seen as a manifestation of various compromises that shift the 

window of acceptability in accord with the standards of the respective culture, which are 

informed by factors such as historical accuracy, safety, and practicality. Both imitation 

and innovation can be used to authenticate the armor, depending on the nature of the 

individual’s relationship and its context within a group or multiple groups. 

To test this idea, I will draw upon the five essential rules that should be observed 

in the practice of every craft, according to Charles ffoulkes’ work, The Armourer and His 

Craft.4 While this work is over a century old, ffoulkes’ philosophy toward craftsmanship 

provides a systematic framework for the analysis of a craft that prioritizes usefulness and 

materiality, rather than approaching armor as art objects, which can disproportionately 

prioritize aesthetics. This, as well as ffoulkes’ expertise and insight as the curator for the 

Royal Armouries, qualified him to create a set of guidelines that are still a useful tool for 

artisans today. 

1. Suitability of purpose. 

2. Convenience in use. 

3. Recognition of material. 

4. Soundness of construction methods. 

5. Subservience of decoration to the preceding rules. 

(ffoulkes 1912, 3) 

Prioritizing suitability of purpose stands to reason. Whatever else armor does or 

does not do, if it provides no protection to the wearer, it would be difficult to qualify it as 

armor. As ffoulkes notes, “the object of defensive armour was to protect the wearer from 

the most powerful weapon in use at the period when it was made” (ffoulkes 1912, 3). In 

the current period, though, this differs depending on the expectations of the user. Each 

 
4 This philosophy is notably oriented toward the craftsperson and not the consumer, who must take into 

consideration other criteria such as budget, availability, and minimum quality and safety standards. 
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group of armored combatants has slightly 

different regulations to fit what they are 

trying to get from the activity and often 

different weapons standards that must be 

accounted for when constructing armor. 

Sometimes this requires innovative problem 

solving to address these needs. For this 

reason, some armorers specialize in making 

armor for particular groups. While armor for 

one group may fit their criteria, it may not fit 

the criteria of another group. Using improper 

or poorly made armor, no matter how much 

one may have saved by getting bargain 

pieces, will likely get the wearer injured or 

worse. 

One combatant I interviewed, Creig 

Mills, has been fighting in armor for sixteen 

years. In that time, he has been active with the Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA), 

Historical European Martial Arts (HEMA), the International Medieval Combat 

Federation (IMCF), and The Knight’s Hall. Because the latter two organizations compete 

using steel weapons while the SCA uses rattan weapons, his SCA helm does not 

adequately protect him when fighting with those other groups. Even though the style of 

helm Mills wears historically had no facial protection at all, his has a metal grill across 

the front of a helm. This is common in the SCA to protect the face from damage from the 

heavy blunt weapons used. However, to fight with IMCF and The Knight’s Hall, he must 

cover his SCA helm’s face grill with mail (a weave of chain links) to keep blades from 

sliding through the openings to his face (Mills 2020). Such measures are sometimes 

necessary for fighters who move between groups, as the armor for one may not be suitable 

for the needs of the others. Measures are taken to keep the aesthetics as close to their 

respective standards of authenticity as possible, but the need for safety requires 

innovation, sacrificing imitation of the original source. 

The second of ffoulkes’ rules, convenience in use, is just as easily traced along 

the polarity between imitation and innovation. When he expounds upon this, ffoulkes 

makes note of such things as the armorer needing to accommodate for the expected 

Figure 12: Spangenhelm with protective mail  

Aventail over the metal grill. 

Credit: Knotwolf Armory 
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motions of his patron in the armor, as in riding, 

walking, and moving his arms (ffoulkes 1912, 5). 

Things have changed since then, and modern 

armored combatants have new considerations that 

might be alien to the knights of centuries ago. 

Speaking from my own experience, I do not have a 

retinue of squires and men-at-arms to help me in and 

out of my armor. I must consider this when looking 

at armor designs from the 15th century with buckles 

in the back, knowing that I may not have anyone to 

reach those for me and that I am not flexible enough, 

especially in armor, to reach them myself. If there 

is anything worse than not being able to get into 

your armor, it is not being able to get back out again. 

To address this, many modern armorers tend to gravitate toward designs that are 

easier to get in and out of on one’s own. I have also seen people replace the buckles on 

the back of their armor with metal rings, extending the straps to wrap around to the front 

so they can reach them. Again, there is a polarity that, at times, forces difficult 

compromises between the imitation of the original pieces and the innovation that allows 

us to meet new demands. 

When addressing his third point, recognition of material, ffoulkes is brief, 

describing how armorers of the 16th century would use metal to mimic other materials, 

engraving and shaping the steel to look like clothing or even a bare head or torso (ffoulkes 

1912, 10). The materials and tools available to us today have created options for 

innovation that are different from what armorers in the 16th century, and even ffoulkes in 

1912, could access.  

Volodymyr Shlenchak is an armorer and the owner of the 7 Samurai Armor 

Workshop in Kharkov, Ukraine. He is one of a handful of armorers in the world who 

makes armor from titanium, a lightweight metal with a tensile strength comparable to 

steel. The method of processing it was not available to early metalsmiths, and it is 

primarily used in aerospace today. When I asked about it, Volodymyr informed me: 

Figure 13: Statue of St. George - 1373 

(Note: Row of buckles down back) 

Credit: Prague Castle, Czech Republic 
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Why I came up with titanium and 

using as many modern devices as 

possible is because I am a fighter 

myself, started in more light battle 

versions, like SCA. Recently, I am 

a buhurt fighter [a term for HMB 

fighters who use steel weapons] 

and I can say for sure what kind of 

armor a fighter needs. I am 

extremely interested in building a 

piece of armor that is completely 

historically authentic, however, 

there are more customers interested 

in getting sport-optimized armor 

made from titanium and made quite 

fast. In the middle ages, the richer a 

person was, the better armor he 

could have, and even at the 

beginning of the armoring craft 

development armorer and smiths 

had a lot of fascinating tools like 

huge powerful water hammers to 

speed up and refine the process and 

quality of armor, and they truly did 

their best (Shlenchak 2020)  

Volodymyr is mindful of the movements he made toward innovation in his work, 

mentioning not only the new materials for better armor, but also the tools, like the power 

hammers used by earlier armorers that were powered by water wheels. The armor he 

makes is some of the most beautiful brigandine (articulated metal plates on the inside of 

fabric or leather coats) that I have seen.  

Another armorer I spoke with is Edward Shaikhutdinov, who makes museum-

quality reproductions of armor pieces through his business, Fay Armoury, in Kazan, 

Tatarstan in Russia. When I asked about the methods he uses, he said “I use modern sheet 

Figure 14: Inside of brigandine - Titanium plates 

Credit: Volodymyr Shlenchak 

 

Figure 15: Outside of brigandine - Titanium plates 

Credit: Volodymyr Shlenchak 
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steel of course and some power tools like angle grinders, but the tongs, hammers and 

stakes are quite period considering their shape. I just don't have a coal forge and use 

propane and oxygen torch, I'm quite tight in space”. Coal forges require more space and 

a significant ventilation system if used in an enclosed area. He continued, acknowledging 

the historical methods and tools that he uses, “Also chased and repousse work is the same 

as before, nothing new to be done here… after all hot steel is hot steel, no matter the way 

you heated” (Shaikhutdinov 2020). 

The fourth rule, soundness of construction methods, ffoulkes explains, “is really 

contained in those that have preceded it” (ffoulkes 1912, 10), before going on to give 

examples of intricate and ingenious methods of fastening together and articulating pieces 

of armor. This is the perfect example of embracing the full spectrum of both imitation 

and innovation. Each of the fastenings he describes is innovative for its time. When 

armorers use them, they are taking advantage of centuries of trial and error, standing on 

the successes of tradition while always pushing to improve, as with the metallurgy that 

allows us the use of titanium or the propane and oxygen torch that saves space in 

construction, all while building onto centuries-old crafts.  

In accordance with Henry Glassie’s observation that “Material culture is culture 

made material; it is the inner wit at work in the world. Beginning necessarily with things, 

but not ending with them, the study of material culture uses objects to approach human 

thought and action” (Glassie 1999, 41),  such works allow us to get a glimpse into the 

culture that created them. At the core of this human thought and action is the need for 

conservatism to preserve the things one values and the need for dynamism, to continue to 

adapt and improve. We can see this reflected in armoring in the conservative need for the 

imitation of historical models and the dynamic need for innovation to try to improve by 

using better materials or altering the design to fit modern needs. Toelken’s assertion that 

“we may refer to these two forces descriptively as the twin laws of folklore process: 

conservatism and dynamism will probably be the two most prominent characteristics in 

our perception of (and discussion of) any item tentatively classified as folklore” (Toelken 

1996, 39). Each group defines itself, to a great degree, by the compromises made to 

accommodate these opposing principles. Ffoulkes’ first four rules have established a 

guideline to follow in armoring that can be applied to any craft. The fifth rule stands apart, 

as it is the first that focuses on what not to do. While each of the previous four rules strives 

to build onto the previous rules listed, the fifth is worded as if to stand out in sharp contrast 

to them. 
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2.3 Art and Armor 

The last of ffoulkes’ five rules, the subservience of decoration to the preceding rules, 

reflects not only his prioritization of 

functionality, but also his personal bias 

about the decoration of armor. One area in 

which this shines through is his description 

of the parade armor made for King 

Sebastian of Portugal in the 16th Century. 

As a rule, however, the 

ornamentation is merely fantastic 

and meaningless, and consists for 

the most part of arabesques, masks, 

and amorini based upon classical 

models of the worst period and 

style… Here we have tritons, 

nereids, dolphins, and sea-horses, 

combats of classical warriors, 

elephants, allegorical figures of 

justice, strength, and victory, gods, goddesses, heroes, virtues, and symbolic 

figures spread broadcast among a wealth of arabesques and foliation which leaves 

the beholder breathless at the thought that this was simply produced for parade 

purposes, when but little of the detail could be seen and none of it could be 

adequately studied or admired. In fact the whole equipment may be described in 

a sentence originally used in far different circumstances: “C’est magnifique, mais 

ce n’est pas la guerre” (ffoulkes 1912, 75–76). 

While this is certainly a tip of the hat to such intricate craftsmanship, it is also a 

biting critique, labeling the armor’s ornamentation as “merely fantastic and meaningless” 

and culminating with a phrase that translates to “It's beautiful, but it's not war,” leaving 

the reader with the impression that this is far more a piece of art than armor. Not all 

armorers agree that such a division exists. Vrin Thomas, who creates beautiful armor from 

his shop in Salem, Oregon, states,  

Figure 16: Armor of King Sebastian of Portugal 1550 

Real Armería, Madrid, Spain 

Credit: myarmoury.com 
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Every person who sets foot on the field with the intent to fight deserves to feel 

like a prince, they deserve to feel like they have won by being there, they deserve 

to have a sense of pride in what they have brought to the field. Everything that I 

do is towards that, and I believe in a balance. I don't believe in form over function 

or function over form, these two things are intermarried, they have to coexist in a 

fighting context. I believe in durability, and when you build armor, it should last 

for as long as it's conceivably possible. (Thomas 2020) 

Additionally, given that ffoulkes is separated by hundreds of years and miles from 

the culture that may have given context to the symbols immortalized on the steel art, I 

consider it just as likely that these fantastic images may have had significant meaning 

within the mind of King Sebastian of Portugal and his armorer. A piece of armor may 

represent a biography in steel, and its ornamentation does not invalidate its other 

functions. It is simply also fulfilling its role of material culture as “the unity in things of 

mind and matter” (Glassie 1999, 41). 

That unity in things of mind and matter covers every step of the process when 

building armor. Each decision along the way can have lasting effects on the rest of the 

process, not just of building the armor, but of using and maintaining it as well. The 

armorer Vrin Thomas shared his thoughts on this process: 

You know, there's levels of functionality, of course, I mean, you can build armor 

from aluminum, you can build armor from materials that won't stand up to the 

rigors of combat. That's all something that you do to pay the bills, but typically, 

what I'm building is things that are meant to be fought in, building articles that are 

meant to be used on the fields for years and years (Thomas 2020).  

Once the armorer has taken the measurements and designed the armor, weighing 

out methods of articulation and materials, it is time to cut out the pieces. I have seen 

armorers use table-mounted throatless shears, jigsaws with metal cutting blades, angle 

grinders, and high-tech water jet cutters for this. Each has advantages and disadvantages. 

After cutting, if there are sharp edges or burrs, these must be filed or ground smooth. Each 

choice of tools and techniques is significant, for “Materials carry the scars left by the body 

in motion… Artifacts recall the technology by which nature was made cultural, and they 

incarnate the creator's mind, holding in form and ornament the plans that preceded them 

and the decisions committed in their making” (Glassie 1999, 42). Metal manifests the 
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memory of its construction. Every metal is different and must be treated with mindfulness 

of its properties. Every decision makes a difference that reverberates throughout the 

making process, all the way to the final product.  

The next step is the process of shaping the 

metal. This is usually done with a blend of curling, 

dishing/doming (stretching the center of a piece to 

create a “bowl” shape), raising (thickening the etches 

of a piece to create a “bowl” shape), and flaring (using 

the opposite of raising to open the edge outward) (Price 

2000, 169–77). This is, of course, an extreme 

simplification of the process, but it can give a starting 

point for understanding the craft. After shaping, the 

metal is smoothed with polishing and/or planishing 

(using the hammer to mold blemishes back into the 

surface of the metal).  

The more an armorer works with the materials, the deeper the understanding. 

Matching the natural lines and kinesthetics of the human anatomy using hammer and 

flame, these artists shape metal using designs perfected over the centuries to protect and 

mimic the motions of the body on a personal and individual basis. Armorer and scholar 

Brian Price observes that as an armorer’s skills improve with time and practice, their 

reproductions of historical pieces improve in technical qualities. Eventually, the artist-

armorer reaches a level of mastery that, instead of mimicking a historical piece’s qualities, 

they can use the craft to communicate their 

understanding “of the chivalric ideal and of 

the character of [the] client.” He draws a 

connection between the fine arts and the work 

of the armorer, stating that “As a painter 

works with pigment and a sculptor with stone, 

so the finest armourers work with iron and 

steel” (Price 2000, 19). 

Once the form of the armor is 

constructed, it can be decorated, although this 

is not always the case. When it is, there are a 

number of ways to do so. One of the more 

Figure 17: Dishing and Raising 

Credit: Edward Shayhutdinov 

Figure 18: Tracing shape 

Credit: Edward Shayhutdinov 
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dramatic ways, shaping the metal itself rather than 

simply marking the surface, is the process of 

repoussé, also called embossing, where the sheet of 

metal is placed on a bed of tar, then the other side of 

the sheet is shaped using hammer, chisel, and 

punches, to shape the outer face of the metal, 

molding the details into the relief (Pyhrr and Godoy 

1998, 16). When shaping metal for form or function, 

it creates a stress on the material, often referred to as 

“work hardening,” that can cause it to become brittle. 

To avoid this, sometimes it is necessary to anneal the metal before continuing, returning 

the metal to a more malleable state. This is done by heating it to its critical point then, if 

it is ferrous, letting it cool slowly. Nonferrous metals like brass and bronze tend to require 

rapid cooling instead, often by quenching (Price 2000, 226). 

There are many other methods for decorating armor, including painting, bluing, 

blacking, engraving, etching, and using ornamentation like decorative borders, rivets, 

rosettes, edging, cast bits, and coronets  (Price 2000, 273–89). While this list is extensive, 

it is not exhaustive. Each piece of armor tends to be unique, often mirroring some aspect 

of the owner. Each represents centuries of 

armorers building upon their craft lineage, 

imitating the successes of the past while 

always finding new innovations to 

overcome contemporary obstacles and meet 

the needs of their clients and their culture. 

Likewise, each group has their own criteria 

for what they need from armor, whether that 

be the materials used, the thickness of the 

material, or even something as simple as the 

weight. For instance, while some groups 

will opt for lightweight metals like titanium 

for helm construction, the SCA has rules 

about only using steel because the heavy weight of the helm helps to avoid concussions, 

although they can include brass decoration work. The needs and regulations are specific 

Figure 19: Repoussé/Embossing 

Credit: Edward Shayhutdinov 

Figure 20: Spangenhelm with acid etched brasswork, 

cast bronze, and decorative steel grill 

Credit: Vrin Thomas 
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to individuals and groups, and it is often best to let each individual judge from inside the 

armor. 

Ultimately, as we consider the variable and emic nature of authenticity, we can 

see how ffoulkes’ five points of craftsmanship may be feasible criteria for authenticity in 

groups like HMB but may fall short of the criteria for historical reenactors today, whose 

values tend to prioritize isomorphic construction of reproductions based on historical 

examples. The fact that the first two guidelines are suitability of purpose and convenience 

of use casts much into uncertainty when the context of both purpose and use change 

according to the needs of the group making and wearing the armor. If “material culture is 

culture made material” then the material culture of the SCA is just that; the culture of the 

SCA made material. While each of these groups are inspired by historical models, it is 

undeniable that each has created its own culture or subculture over time and is deserving 

of having that fact recognized.  
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Chapter 3. Hammer and Flame: Armor as a Mediating Force in the Negotiation of 

Identity 

3.1 Negotiation of Identity 

Identity is a complicated thing. When making a statement, identity can lend credibility. 

As someone with a modest reputation, I can write, “Identity is a socially negotiated 

construct.” If I am a stranger with no known academic accomplishments or renown as an 

intellectual, the statement may be taken as simply an assertion of my opinion. If, on the 

other hand, I note that a pair of respected scholars say that we should view identity “as 

something that is constituted through social action” (Bucholtz and Hall 2005, 588), the 

statement has the weight of their reputation behind it. Their identities as respected 

scholars lend validity to the quote. We see them as scholars not because they tell us that 

they are, but because they are recognized as such by a group of their peers. Identity is 

largely a construct negotiated somewhere between how others see us and how we see 

ourselves. 

In these cases, the term “identity” describes two different aspects of the self: how 

we are seen by others, or ascribed identity, and how we see and portray ourselves, or 

avowed identity. These are not static orientations, but dynamic processes in which 

“identities are negotiated, co-created, reinforced, and challenged through communication 

with others” (Martin and Nakayama 2010, 166). Communication does not happen through 

words alone; clothing and ornamentation are other tools for mediating this negotiation 

process. Much like how “dress functions to mark the various identities of individuals: 

social, religious, occupational, sexual, and ultimately, personal” (Shukla 2016, 456), 

armor can have a similar role. This chapter presents data gained from interviews with 

individuals active in the Society for Creative Anachronism to show how armor can be 

used to mediate the communication and perception of identity. 

Linda Scott Zdarsky has been active in the SCA for thirty years, where she is 

known as Lady Natasha Orionova Zateeva. She has been a voice herald and court herald 

for most of that time. This means that, among other activities, she can often be found near 

the list field, announcing each fighter with careful recognition of their respective titles 

and ranks. Even though she has never fought in armor, she has been around it often 

enough to know a lot about who is who and how things work. Even still, in an interview, 

she admits “Sometimes you don't recognize people out of armor if you've seen them on 
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the field so much. You see them with their heraldry,5 and then they go and take a shower 

and put on their tunic, and who is that guy?”(Zdarsky 2021). While she may spend all 

weekend with these fighters, their armor is often more familiar to her than their faces. 

In the social negotiation of identity, the fact that someone can know you by your 

armor more than your face gives armor a powerful and enduring role as a mediating force. 

Today, I can go to the Royal Armouries in Leeds, England and see the same image of 

King Henry VIII standing before me that his adversaries saw five hundred years ago at 

the Tournament of the Field of Cloth of Gold. The image of his armored form, a steel 

shadow of the man with symbols representing his family and beliefs, can constitute an 

immortality of a sort, with every line and contour that mimic the form of his body 

remaining consistent through passing generations. “Because they stand apart from 

capricious humans, because their form seems fixed, because they can be seen and 

touched, and because they endure, objects appear reliable, indeed truthful” (Bronner 

1993, 207). That perceived truth is a strong mediating force when establishing identity, 

both to observers and the wearer of the armor.  

3.2 Steel and Symbolism 

Of course, armor also serves a practical purpose by protecting the user in hostile 

situations. Kyle Potts has passionately studied martial arts for most of his life. He is one 

of the founders of the Wandering Sword Project, through which he travels the world, 

interacts with and studies martial cultures, and produces short documentary films in an 

effort to “promote historical value and academic 

studies of civilizations across the world and 

throughout time” (Waddell, Potts, and Santiago n.d.). 

Kyle is also known as Sir Cecil, a knight in the SCA. 

When discussing the role of armor, he reflects on 

Pennsic, the SCA’s largest annual event.  

I think that when I put on my armor, it makes 

me feel bigger than life, like a larger-than-life 

superhero, which is kind of cool. Because 

once you put on the gear, you're pretty much 

 
5 Images unique to the individual, usually with symbolic meaning, often used to adorn tabards, banners, 

and shields to help identify the fighter. 

Figure 21: Kyle Potts/Sir Cecil 

Credit: Kyle Potts 
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indestructible. Like when you think about what we do in the SCA, especially at 

Pennsic, you are literally standing there looking at 1000 people, each one of them 

is carrying essentially a baseball bat or a two-handed longer baseball bat and 

they're really going to hit you. They’re not like play or make believe, like they're 

gonna take a baseball bat, they're going to hit me. And my gear has kept me safe 

for pretty much all 17 years I've played the in SCA, which is kind of cool. Like I 

have zero fear of getting hit with that once the armor is on, which is kind of a cool, 

good feeling you know, makes you feel brave and ready to face these things (Potts 

2020). 

When armor becomes invincibility, identity, and legacy, the wearer is apt to 

consider it very carefully. As unyielding as the nature of armor is, it is very important that 

it moves in the same way that the wearer does. That is why the process of commissioning 

historical armor involved careful planning and communication between the client and the 

armorer (Terjanian 2013, 299). This is also often the case today. Although technology has 

changed, the heart of the armorer’s craft seems to stand out as only marginally touched 

by time, for while the materials and tools have become more advanced, the armorer still 

must use hammer and flame to mold metal to the form and articulation of a human body, 

Figure 22: Pennsic, Slippery Rock, PA. US.  Credit: Mathilde Lind 
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facilitating their ability to move as one. It is only the most skilled of armorers who can 

also form hard steel into patterns and symbols that are meaningful to the wearer. 

3.3 Aspirations in Steel 

Vrin Thomas in Salem, Oregon, who has been armoring for twenty-four years, reflects 

upon the armor’s influence on people’s perceptions, saying: 

You knew who Thomas Sackville was when he was on the field because of the 

armor that he was wearing. You knew who the Earl of Warwick was because he 

had a similar armor to Sackville, but not quite the same. So all these things, even 

in period, and in the modern world, these things were intimately tied up together. 

There are people who have a 

clear idea of who fighters are 

based on their armor. It is a part 

of their identity when they step 

out on the field. Very rarely do 

people fight incognito. And it's 

very difficult unless it's at a 

massive tournament to do that, 

and most of the time, people 

don't want that. People are proud 

of their persona when they step 

on the field… so pretty intimate, 

that’s people's identity (Thomas 

2020). 

Each suit of armor is slightly different in its characteristics, with few exceptions. 

It is not uncommon for a fighter to work with one or more armorer to fine tune a suit of 

armor, piece by piece, to how the wearer moves, how they fight, the cultural influence 

that they have chosen to draw from, the period of the armor they wish to imitate, and their 

own personal aesthetic preferences. Just as with other forms of attire, “acts of bodily 

adornment are always intended, always meaningful, always communicative” (Shukla 

2016, 362). This is perhaps even more the case when one goes through the effort to shape 

that adornment in steel.  

Figure 23: Helm with cast brass work and patterned grill 

Credit: Vrin Thomas 
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An additional option to add to the unique nature of a suit of armor is to decorate 

it with symbols that have personal meaning, adding more layers to communication; this 

was the practice for suits like Henry VIII’s, described in Chapter 2. This is another aspect 

of armoring that is still in practice. Some particularly skilled armorers are able and willing 

to do this while they construct the armor. “What I'm 

doing is customizing things, using people's heraldry, 

using personal symbols,” notes Vrin Thomas. 

Reflecting on one commissioned piece that he made, 

he explains that if “people want to memorialize their 

dogs or something on a piece of armor, and I help 

them, I put that into their armor, if that's a reminder 

for them to be good people. I'll do it” (Thomas 2020). 

Painting is another means used to mark 

images on armor. This method can also function to 

help prevent rust or corrosion and was used from the 

13th to the 17th centuries (LaRocca 1996, 29). It has 

been revived by contemporary artists who recognize 

the potential of 

the steel plates to carry symbols, images, and artistic 

script. One such artist is Ashley Allswede Hughs of 

Bloomington, Indiana. She is a longtime martial arts 

enthusiast and armored combatant in the SCA. 

Coming from a family with a long history of military 

service, she shared with me that she painted on her 

helm her family motto, an old German battle prayer 

that she says translates roughly as “Straight ahead, 

stay together, go with God” (Hughs 2020). As we 

spoke, she opened up a bit more about what painting 

the armor means to her, telling me: 

The process of designing and painting the 

armor was a lot like meditation, and I envisioned what kind of fighter I wanted to 

be while working on it. So anytime I would put it on, my mind would start the 

cycle of remembering all the energy and thoughts I put into it. And anything I can 

Figure 24: German style sallet painted 

with family motto. 

Credit: Ashley Allswede Hughs 

Figure 25: German style sallet painted 

with family motto. 

Credit: Ashley Allswede Hughs 
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see while I have my armor on, like the back of my shield, I have made sure to put 

special encouragements to myself. I have my kids’ hand prints on the back of my 

first shield, to remind me who I am setting an example to, and I have the words 

“one fight” painted on the back of my shields at my eye line so when I am 

completely gassed and it is hard to keep my shield up the words remind me to 

focus and stay in the moment of that particular moment instead of feeling 

exhausted by the thought of how many more fights are in front of me (Hughs 

2020). 

Inspiration is not a rare motivation for the 

decoration of armor. I have seen armored fighters 

write personal mottos on the inside of their shields 

or tape pictures of their wife and children where 

only they can see. One noteworthy example is Chris 

Howerton of Eugene, Oregon, known in the SCA 

as Baron Sir Durin Oldenmoor. After a life-

changing discussion in which someone he cared 

for deeply opened up to him about her experience 

with sexual assault, he took up the cause of 

confronting such atrocities whenever he was able. 

On the front of his shield, he has quoted this loved 

one in saying “Calling out an abuser does not ruin 

their reputation, it corrects it” (Howerton 2020). 

On the back of his shield, he has written the name 

of his friend as inspiration. He has openly 

proclaimed that he would listen to and defend any 

victim of sexual abuse that came to him. Since he 

has done this, others have spoken to him about their 

experiences, and with their permission, he has 

added their names to his shield. Pictures of the 

shield and a statement from Howerton have gone 

viral on social media groups for both the SCA and 

sexual assault awareness, much like a reflection of 

Figure 26: Front of the shield of Baron Sir 

Durin Oldenmoor/Chris Howerton 

Credit:Chris Howerton 

Figure 27: Back of the shield of Baron Sir 

Durin Oldenmoor/Chris Howerton 

Credit:Chris Howerton 
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the Me Too movement.6 Although it may not conform to the aesthetics one usually 

expects in such groups, this shield is a clear example of how concepts of chivalry can be 

manifested in material culture and “beliefs can also be communicated through objects. 

Material things can objectify ideas and feelings of fear, luck, or religious experience” 

(Bronner 1993, 207) or, in this case, a belief in justice for survivors of sexual assault. 

The geographic area corresponding to the states of Oregon, Washington, and a 

portion of British Columbia is referred to in SCA geography as the Kingdom of An Tir. 

Although there are normally dozens of fighting events of varying scale every year in An 

Tir, two events stand out. These are referred to as Crown Tournaments, and they decide 

who will take the largely ceremonial title of King and Queen of An Tir for half a year. 

Some of the most talented and driven combatants convene at this event to compete for 

the honor. When someone is dedicated, strong, and skilled enough, they may win this 

tournament twice, earning the title of ‘duke’, with all the respect that comes with it in a 

largely martial society. One such individual is Kevin E. Hodges, known in the SCA as 

Duke Sir Styrkarr Jarlskald (Hodges 2020). 

Kevin Hodges contracted a 

master armorer, Ugo Serrano, one of the 

armorers who taught Vrin Thomas, to 

create a custom suit of armor. Kevin and 

Ugo then collaborated to build Kevin’s 

armor, discussing concepts and creating 

sketches. They decided to use a work by 

one of the greatest armors in history, 

Filippo Negroli, as inspiration. 

Negroli’s specialty was repoussé and 

chasing work, which is time and labor 

intensive (Pyhrr and Godoy 1998). Kevin confided in me that, although he does not like 

to talk much about it, he paid for a year-and-a-half of Ugo Serrano’s time to build this 

armor. As a medical doctor and the medical director for his county, he was able to do this, 

although it was still a significant investment.  

 
6 The Me Too movement was started around 2007 by Tarana Burke to help raise awareness of sexual assault 

(Beckmann 2017). 

Figure 28: Burgonet made by Filippo Negroli of Milan 

Credit: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
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Kevin spoke to me about taking a trip to Milan, Italy, where the Negroli Family 

had their armoring business. Just up the street from the Negroli workshop that he was 

visiting was the Milan Cathedral, where he was struck by the details of a statue of Saint 

Bartholomew. This saint was said to be martyred by being flayed (Attwater 1981, 58–

59), and the statue at the cathedral was presented as a skinless man holding his loose skin 

draped about him like a robe. In honor of Milan, the home of Negroli, as well as the saint, 

who he said was also a physician, the armor bears the image of the skin of a man’s face 

on the elbows, 

breastplate, and 

the back of the 

helm. 

The main 

charge7 of the 

heraldry of the 

Kingdom of An 

Tir is a black 

lion. The people 

of An Tir often 

incorporate a 

lion’s head as a 

badge on items, 

representing their pride for their kingdom. As someone who has been king of An Tir 

twice, Kevin is no : different in this. Lion heads can be seen represented on his shield, on 

the spaulders covering his shoulders, and the knees of the armor. 

Kevin is very open and heartfelt about the love and devotion that he feels for his 

wife. He refers to her as his angel and credits her with helping him through hard times 

and being supportive. This is represented by the angel along the crest of the helm, holding 

swords modeled after Kevin’s own at the throat of wyverns that flank the sides of the 

helm.  

When Kevin last won the crown tournament, his mother had just passed away. It 

was an incredibly bittersweet experience for him, having just achieved this goal through 

fighting all day long, fight after fight against other combatants who had also been training 

 
7 A charge is a heraldic term for a symbol on a heraldic device.  

Figure 29: Duke Sir Styrkarr Jarlskald/Kevin Hodges MD, wearing armor made by Ugo 

Serrano and the crown of the Kingdom of An Tir 

Credit: Kevin Hodges MD 
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hard and were willing to give their best 

fight to win. Still, when it was done, his 

mother, who he dearly loved, was still not 

with him. On the backplate of the armor, 

there are two angels weeping over a grave. 

One is holding a laurel wreath, 

representing victory, and the other is 

holding a horn, representing fame. The 

grave is for his mother, and the mourning 

angels are there to remind him of the price 

of victory and fame.  

In the SCA, participants are often 

encouraged to develop their own heraldic 

device. This is generally an image 

incorporating symbolism that is personally 

meaningful to the individuals and that falls 

within the boundaries of the laws of 

heraldry (“What’s in an S.C.A. Heraldic 

Device?” n.d.). These are frequently used 

to decorate tabards, shields, and banners. 

Kevin’s heraldic device incorporates a 

“mullet of eight points,” often referred to as a compass rose, which can also be seen on 

the elbows of his armor. 

This armor is very much a part of his identity. Every piece of it was carefully 

planned and laboriously executed to exacting detail by a master of his craft. It is every bit 

a biography as the Tonlet Armor worn by Henry VIII in the Tournament of Cloth of Gold, 

and I would not have understood a fraction of the depth of the symbolism if I had not 

spent time getting to know Kevin, although in truth, I feel more like it was Styrkarr who 

I truly got to know. If the armor is a mediator in the negotiation process of identity, then 

it is Styrkarr’s identity that is laid bare and immortalized in steel, and I am honored to 

know him.  

Of course, such dreams of mythic ages and armored combat can be seen through 

many lenses. In Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, Kyiel Edward Cholik has been fighting in 

the SCA for a while, but recently was inspired to rebuild his armor. Many people in the 

Figure 30:Backplate of Duke Sir Styrkarr Jarlskald/ 

Kevin Hodges MD, made by Ugo Serrano  

Credit: Kevin Hodges MD 
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SCA draw inspiration from their heritage, but half of Kyiel’s heritage is not from Europe. 

That half is Cree,8 one of the First Nations,9 and Kyiel wanted to show his pride in this 

heritage. His girlfriend is also First Nations and, when he introduced her to the SCA two 

years ago, she wanted to do it as a First Nations person (Cholik 2020).  

They began going to classes to learn 

their ancestral language and studying the old 

customs, spending time with and learning from 

tribal elders. Eventually, seeing the 

encouraging and excited responses from both 

his local SCA community and his tribal 

community, he decided he wanted to put 

together armor that he could fight in as a Cree. 

Working with the people of his tribe, he 

gradually put pieces together that would 

function as sufficient protection yet still evoke 

the symbolism of his Cree ancestry. One of the 

more significant details is the eagle feathers on his breastplate, “as it’s widely believed 

that eagles are the only animal that can connect or speak to the creator. That’s why they 

are so sacred.” He did mention that his feathers were not real, so he does not have to 

worry about them touching the ground, as “an eagle feather cannot touch the ground at 

all unless it’s been put there by the eagle (molted). Powwows are literally stopped mid 

dance if an eagle feather falls off a dancer’s regalia and hits the ground” (Cholik 2020). 

The SCA style of combat has many parallels to the practice of “counting coup,” 

which was practiced by Cree, Lakota, and likely other indigenous peoples in North 

America. As we spoke, Cholik seemed to show a bit of pride as he told me about the son 

of the chief who he had been consulting with telling him, “You’re creating legacy!” 

(Cholik 2020).  

Given that “clothes are considered by many to be the most personal of all 

possessions, and they are believed by many to carry the essence of the wearer” (Shukla 

2016, 447), then armor must be the pinnacle of this expression. It protects the wearer, 

mimics the wearer’s motions and curves, and sometimes reflects the wearer’s heritage, 

 
8 The Cree tribe is an indigenous people living primarily in Canada. 

9 “First Nations” is the term used in Canada for some indigenous people, differentiating them from 

other indigenous people, Inuit or Métis. 

Figure 31: Kyiel Edward Cholik in  

regalia armor 

Credit: Kyiel Edward Cholik 
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passions, and ideals, allowing the combatant to 

channel all of these on the field. Vrin Thomas 

told me at one point, “That's how I proceed with 

every project… just imagining a person 

embodying the virtues that were espoused, even 

if they're maybe completely spurious or a myth. 

To be that idealized version of themselves when 

they start fighting” (Thomas 2020). 

As we reflect on the roles of armor, we 

see that it moves with the wearer’s movements 

by design, protects them, functions as a crafted 

countenance, and can bear the style and symbols 

that communicate cultural influences and the 

things that are inspiring and beloved. After the 

wearer is long gone, it may continue to carry all 

of these for future generations to consider. If 

identity is constructed through social 

interaction, then perhaps there are times when 

the method of that construction incorporates 

hammer and flame. 

  

Figure 32: Helm of Duke Sir Styrkarr Jarlskald/ 

Kevin Hodges MD made by Ugo Serrano 

Credit: Kevin Hodges MD 
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Chapter 4. A Time and a Place: Festivals and Rituals of Medieval Armored 

Combat 

4.1 The Event as Festival 

The events hosted by the Society for Creative Anachronism tend to take place in locations 

away from population centers. In trying to find spaces secluded from what SCA folk refer 

to as the “mundane world,” they are often held in out-of-the-way spots where their 

attendees can tend to their anachronistic activities away from the prying eyes and invasive 

paradigms that infringe upon what some call “The Dream”10 that seems to exist 

somewhere between the mundane world and the Age of Chivalry. This state of being in 

neither one time or place nor another shares qualities with Victor Turner’s concept of 

liminality, which he defines as a “state or process which is betwixt-and-between the 

normal, day to day cultural and social states and processes” (V. Turner 1979, 465). These 

remote sites are often at locations hosted by parks, on private property, or just in 

someone’s recently cleared pasture. Wherever the event is, the journey there invariably 

culminates with a passage across an outer boundary.  

Many times, I have made that journey in an over-laden vehicle, driving hours to 

reach a gatehouse or pavilion on the side of a dirt road. The open side of this shelter 

reveals people sitting at a table with clipboards, legal forms, and often a tankard or two. 

The volunteers, dressed in medieval garb, have likely been there for hours as people 

trickle in from near and far, but they are often cheerful. This is the time they have been 

waiting for, when they get to see the other members of the SCA community, who they 

often describe as their chosen family.  

After liability waivers and site fees are out of the way, I am free to pass beyond 

the barrier of the gate to find my own family. There are hugs, laughter, and unpacking of 

camping gear, a duffel bag full of 15th-century garb, a large cloth bag filled with armor, 

and a small arsenal of blunt weapons. I then set up my tent so I can get my vehicle out to 

 
10 “The Dream” is a term used frequently in the SCA. It has no official SCA-sanctioned definition but has 

been interpreted in many ways. I have heard it referenced in connection to many different things. In some 

instances, it has stood for a “magic moment.” I have heard people personalize it, saying that someone 

talking on their cell phone was “messing with my Dream.” I have also heard it as an embodiment of 

ideology. One example is from the Make-A-Wish Tournament. A girl with a terminal illness was crowned 

a princess, and fighters fought to win the right to be her champion. Poems were written in her honor and 

compiled in a book that was given to her. This is sometimes cited as an example of The Dream. There is 

also a nine-and-a-half-minute mini-documentary about the SCA called “The Dream” that was filmed at an 

SCA event in 2016. C.T. Alderson, a long-time SCA member, refers to The Dream as “a touchstone that 

most SCA players have a vague concept of and sense of attachment to”(Alderson 2021). 
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a field where people guide the newcomers to a place to park. The walk back is often when 

I can start to feel it. It is as if I am leaving the world behind, still packed in the car in a 

field. I begin to see pavilions being put up, cloth or wooden walls being constructed 

around encampments, and banners being raised, bearing heraldic devices to show who is 

camped there. When I reach the camp, I put my armor up on a crude armor stand under 

the awning of the pavilion. I do not have a banner. I just have my armor, and anyone who 

knows me will recognize it and know who is camped there.  

As the latecomers offload their gear and the last few cars trickle out to the field to 

join the rest, a change takes place. With each car that retreats, the grip of the outside world 

eases. While the event site can never be transported to the fabled Age of Chivalry, it does 

feel like it shrugs off the shackles of the world that surrounds it, coming to rest in the 

threshold between the two worlds: a liminal place that Victor Turner would describe as 

“a temporal interface whose properties partially invert those of the already consolidated 

order which constitutes any specific cultural ‘cosmos’”(V. Turner 2012, 73).  

Although the absence of visible modern technology has become a signal for many 

to transition to something akin to a state of liminality, there is good reason to believe this 

is a phenomenon that has been going on for far longer than the time in which automobiles 

have been a consideration. When I first read about how, in the latter part of the Middle 

Ages, “In the grey world of everyday life, the light and colour of pageantry has always 

offered an escape from mundane reality” (Barber and Barker 2000, 1), I knew from 

experience exactly what they were referring to.  

This liminal place allows us to shrug off the temporal shackles of modernity for a 

while, allowing us to reach out and maybe catch a glimpse of the Age of Chivalry. These 

out-of-the-way patches of earth are fertile soil for festival communication, which 

“involves a major shift from the frames of everyday life that focus attention on 

subsistence, routine, and production to frames that foster the transformative, reciprocal, 

and reflexive dimensions of social life… The shift in frames guarantees nothing but rather 

transposes reality so that intuition, inversion, risk, and symbolic expression reign” 

(Stoeltje 1992, 263).  

Stoeltje provides a model of activities common to festivals. Although not every 

SCA event incorporates all these elements, many do. The following lists activities from 

this model and describes how they apply to SCA events. 
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Opening Ceremony 

At SCA events, this is commonly called “Opening Court,” when the highest-ranking 

officer, be it a king, queen, baron, baroness, etc., tends to preliminary business, makes 

announcements, and then generally greets the populace at large before ending the 

proceedings. There is often a procession in at the beginning of court and a similar 

procession out afterward. 

Ritual 

As a secular event, the SCA is not without ritual. In fact, ritual seems to be the fulcrum 

point on which many institutions within the SCA rest. I will explore this further shortly. 

Drama and Contest 

The SCA is said to be supported by three pillars: the pillar of Service (to the kingdom and 

community), the pillar of the Arts and Sciences, and the pillar of Martial Pursuits. The 

latter two hold contests at many events. Arts and Sciences participants are largely 

craftspeople who use various media who present their projects along with documentation 

for what could be called a Middle Ages-focused vernacular experimental archaeology 

demonstration in that it involves recreating historical crafts through applied research.  

The martial competitions consist of archery,11 rapier,12 cut and thrust,13 and heavy 

combat, the last of which involves fighting in heavy armor using blunt weapons made 

primarily of rattan, a thick reed often used to make furniture because of its durable nature. 

Heavy combat contests are divided between tournaments at which combatants compete 

in single combat and wars in which combatants compete in groups of anywhere from ten 

to a thousand on each side. I will examine the tournament in further detail shortly. 

The Feast 

Not all events incorporate feasts, but there are subgroups within the SCA who meet 

regularly to experiment with reproducing foods from recipes that date back to the Middle 

Ages. These people are frequently placed in charge of the feasts, often presenting their 

creations in multiple removes. A feast offers a chance to experience just how much the 

 
11 Divided between target archery, in which archers shoot from different ranges at targets, and combat 

archery, in which archers wear light armor and shoot at one another. 
12 An earlier form of fencing in which lightly armored combatants fight “in the round,” as opposed to “in 

line” Olympic style fencing, using heavier blades called rapiers. 
13 A form of sword fighting popular during the Renaissance that bridged the gap between rapier and the 

earlier broadsword, also fought while wearing light armor. 
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palate has changed in the past few centuries. To be fair though, these recipes were 

generally preserved because they were used to entertain nobles, who prided themselves 

on their opulent tastes, and I have been assured that the peasant-class palate may be a bit 

more familiar to me.  

Dance and Music 

At many SCA events, as the evening wears on, musical instruments come out. At indoor 

events, when the weather is colder, musicians may play for dancers, often with a “dance-

mistress” or “dance-master” to instruct those with less knowledge of the dances of the 

Middle Ages. At outdoor events, the playing, singing, poems, and storytelling tend to take 

place around campfires. Often, people wander from camp to camp, seeking out familiar 

faces or pausing to listen to a song or story. Although it may not be historically accurate, 

one can sometimes find belly dancers and fire dancers practicing their skills around the 

campfires to the rhythms of multiple drummers. 

Concluding Event 

The concluding event is called “closing court” and is largely the reflection of opening 

court, with processions, announcements, award ceremonies for the various contests, and 

processing out is a signal that the event has ended. After this, people go and break down 

their camps, if they have not already, and make their way home to the mundane world. 

I mentioned that festival often incorporates ritual and that the SCA is no exception 

to this. Here I will analyze in greater detail three rituals with direct ties to the martial 

subculture. The first is the heavy combat tournament format. Although the SCA takes 

great strides to remain secular to maintain an inclusive populace, the roots of many 

cornerstones of SCA rituals can be traced to sacred beliefs and practices of the Middle 

Ages. The historian Johan Huizinga notes that in the Middle Ages, a tournament was 

“called ‘des armes grantdisime pardon’ (the great indulgence conferred by arms) as if it 

were a pilgrimage” (Huizinga 1924, 141). In the tournaments of the SCA, while no deities 

are evoked, there is still a certain profane reverence.  

4.2 Initiation of the Aspirant 

The first step one must take to qualify for taking part in armored combat is showing the 

interest and dedication required to get into armor. Some local groups, usually referred to 

as baronies or shires, have armor available for such aspiring combatants. Others have 

regional armorers who will guide them in their shops to construct rudimentary pieces of 
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armor, often with the intent to just “get them on the field.” Sometimes, the aspirant is left 

to buy armor, whether it consists of less expensive hand-me-down pieces or pieces 

purchased directly from professional armorers. Even when armor is borrowed, it is always 

with the caveat that, should the new fighter wish to continue fighting in the SCA, they 

would have to acquire their own suit of armor. 

Most seasoned fighters will advise aspirants to invest as little as possible at first, 

while staying safe, as many of these new fighters opt to discontinue after the first few 

weeks or months of coming home bruised across a significant portion of their body. 

Should they continue and find a passion for it, they often seek out armorers to help them 

to begin putting their ideal armor together. This process is often very personal for all 

parties involved. As one armorer told me,  

I do want it to stand as a bit of a testament to the philosophy of the people who 

are both owning it and building it. You know, it's back to an aspirational statement. 

And that is every piece of armor you hope is worn by a good person, you hope 

they're philosophically moving towards being better people (Thomas 2020).  

Once the aspirant is armored to the minimum standard and has been inspected by 

a marshal, they can begin practicing under the watchful eyes of experienced fighters and 

marshals. The marshals, who monitor and regulate SCA combat for the safety of all 

participants and observers, can usually be identified by their staves, which are marked in 

a black and yellow spiral. After the fighter has developed sufficient competence to not be 

a danger to their self or others, the next step is authorization. During authorization, an 

aspiring fighter is paired with a senior fighter under the watchful eye of a marshal, who 

tests the aspirant in attacking, defending, and halting or minimizing their intended strike 

when the marshal calls a “hold.” If the aspiring fighter is demonstrated to be competent 

and capable of restraint, the marshal fills issues a “fighter’s card,” authorizing the new 

fighter to take part in SCA fighting events. My own authorization took place at an event 

in February 1997 in Chino, California. Every authorization I have watched since then has 

mirrored it and taken me back to that moment, and I have even had the honor of playing 

the part of the senior fighter for other aspirants a few times.  

Once the new fighter is authorized, they are free to enter a tournament, usually by 

attending an SCA event, signing up at the list field, and showing their fighter 

authorization card to the “list master” or “list mistress.” Before each tournament, there is 
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a designated time for the fighters to show up and have their armor and weapons inspected 

to assure that they meet regulated safety standards. After this is done, the fighter will often 

return to their encampment to eat, hydrate, meditate, stretch, or do whatever preparation 

they need before the beginning of the tournament. At that point, the fighters all gather at 

the list field, which the marshals have already measured out and inspected for hazards.  

At one end of the list field is a pair of thrones, which are usually made of wood and 

ornately decorated to represent the thrones of the kingdom and are always placed in a 

position to watch over the proceedings. 

4.3 Ritual of the Tournament 

At the designated time, the 

fighters gather as the marshal in 

charge (MiC) explains to them 

the format of the tournament as 

well as additional details. For 

example, if the weather is 

particularly hot, the MiC may 

warn the fighters about the 

importance of staying hydrated. 

The list field is often divided 

into multiple individual fields, each roped off for safety. The MiC will call the groupings 

of fighters who are to fight in each field, telling the first pairing to “arm and stand ready” 

so that they know they are about to enter.  

When it is time to begin, the field herald, who functions as a type of secular ritual 

leader, begins by introducing the first two combatants in the field to all present. Although 

each region can have individual customs, the basic format is always the same. As much 

of my experience comes from the SCA Kingdom of An Tir,14 I am most familiar with 

their customs and will use their format for my example, but I have lived in and fought in 

five SCA kingdoms and have seen very little variation. The introductions are done in 

order of seniority, with the highest titles coming first: “My lords and ladies, in the first 

 
14 The Society for Creative Anachronism designates regions in terms of kingdoms. Each of these, in turn, 

is divided into principalities, baronies, and shires, depending upon the population size of the membership 

there. The Kingdom of An Tir is the region occupied by the Pacific Northwest in the United States (Oregon 

and Washington) as well as part of British Columbia, Canada. 

Figure 33:Egils Memorial Tournament 

Credit: Jerry Iverson 
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round of the An Tir Crown Tournament,15 upon the Gules Field,16 here do meet, in 

honorable combat, Duke Sir Davin Steingrimsson! And his opponent, Lord Sergeant 

Tamlin mac Grymm, squire!” (Comstock 2011). As each combatant, standing in opposite 

corners, is announced, the marshals tip the ends of the staves that are their badges of office 

and ritual tools in the direction of the fighter being announced. 

The formality of the heralds is yet another of the ritual tools the heralds use to 

guide the tournament. As Catherine Bell notes, “Formal speech… tends to be more 

conventional and less idiosyncratic or personally expressive. Likewise, formal gestures 

are fewer in number than informal ones and are more prescribed, restrained, and 

impersonal” (C. Bell 2009, 139). 

After the fighters are each announced, the herald directs the attentions and actions 

of all those involved and instructs them to “Salute the Crown of An Tir.” The combatants, 

marshals, and herald all turn as one to face the person currently holding the title of the 

king or queen and respectfully salute them. If they are not present, then the salutes are 

directed at the thrones that represent them or the individuals representing them for the 

sake of the ritual.  

When all have saluted the Crown and returned to a neutral stance, the herald tells 

the combatants “You may salute the one who inspires you this day.” This is a reflection 

of the romanticized historical model in which “there was an element of idealism, for the 

tournament was central to the world of chivalry, and the ladies who watched from the 

stands were there to inspire as well as admire, to strengthen their knights’ courage by their 

presence” (Barber and Barker 2000, 1). While this was true of the historical model, the 

SCA is focused primarily on what is referred to as the “Middle Ages as they should have 

been,” and such gender roles no longer apply. Each fighter does their best to pay homage 

to such principles, turning to pay respects to their partner or sometimes just a friend who 

has agreed to be their “inspiration” for the tournament. In a tournament for the crown, 

this will signify who will serve alongside the victor as ceremonial monarchs for a time. 

These salutes can be a tip of the sword, a deep bow, or even running over to give a hug 

 
15 The kingdoms of the Society for Creative Anachronism each have ceremonial titles of “king” and 

“queen.” These titles are filled two or three times a year, depending on the kingdom, through a trial by 

combat called the Crown Tournament. This is usually fought by some of the most skilled fighters in the 

region, who can number anywhere from twenty fighters to hundreds. 
16 The fields are always designated by color using the names of the colors used in heraldry, so red is “gules,” 

green is “vert,” etc. 
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and exchange of words. Whatever the case, the herald will hold the proceedings until it is 

done and both combatants have returned to their respective stations.  

The last of the three salutes comes when the herald calls out “Salute your worthy 

and honorable opponent.” Much like the previous salute, this can be a motion of the 

sword, a respectful bow, a shaking of hands, or even a hug, should the fighters be close 

friends or even squire-brothers/sisters.17 Again, time is always allowed for the fighters to 

return to their stations. These salutes are consistent, and every fighter treats them in their 

own way.  

It's a form of ritual. I think all the fighters have their own ritual, when they're 

going through that… It's a great way to get into the right frame of mind. Give 

yourself a minute or two to get ready to go from putting your helmet on and 

grabbing your shield or whatever, and getting ready to pound the other guy in the 

head (Hodges 2020).  

At this point, the herald informs both fighters “On your honor, and at the marshals’ 

command, you may begin” while exiting the field, always watching the combatants. One 

last time, each of the two marshals checks to make sure each fighter is prepared, using 

the marshal’s staff to point out the fighter being addressed. When both have confirmed, 

the staves are raised up and the marshal calls “Lay on!” It is only at this command that 

the combat is engaged.  

In the 15th century, single combat, or “duellum,” was occasionally used “at least 

in theory, a way of allowing God to provide a verdict when human authorities could not 

or would not do so” (Stuhmiller 2006, 427). While it is certainly not used to invoke deific 

justice in this situation, this martial contest is engaged in earnest, and there are times 

when, in the moment, one could get the feeling they were fighting for their life.  

Barring safety concerns, the contest will commence and go on until there is a clear 

victor. When the fighters and the marshals have acknowledged the winner, the herald 

steps onto the field and proclaims, “Victory on the Gules Field to Duke Davin!” At this 

point, the next pairing is called, and the pairing after them is warned to “arm and stand 

ready.” This continues until attrition mandates consolidating to fewer fields, and 

eventually, to one. Each phase is formal and standardized. Every fighter learns it quickly. 

 
17 Those awarded knighthood or master-at-arms titles can take squires, entering into a pedagogical 

relationship of teaching martial, philosophical, and practical skills within the context of the SCA. More 

than one squire can be taken, often creating a sort of family unit. 
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“Rule-governed activity is often compared to ritual, particularly rule-governed contests 

in which violent chaos is barely held in check by complex codes of orchestration” (C. 

Bell 2009, 153). In my experience, “Hold” and “Lay on” have become some of the most 

powerful phrases in my life. When I have seen a car backing out, about to hit something 

in the blind spot, I have blurted out, without thinking, “Hold!”  

4.4 Ritual of the Accolade 

In the SCA, there are many titles and awards to recognize an individual’s 

accomplishments. As the “Three Pillars” on which the SCA is said to stand are service, 

the arts, and martial prowess, the most iconic of these awarded titles correspond to each 

in turn. Those representing the paragons of service are awarded the title of the Order of 

the Pelican. Those who exemplify mastery of the arts and sciences are awarded the Order 

of the Laurel. There are other traits seen as inherent to these positions, but these are the 

qualities that they are most often known to exhibit. Likewise, the Order of Chivalry18 is 

perhaps most closely associated with the exhibition of martial prowess.  

The range of qualities sought in candidates for knighthood are expansive, though, 

including but not limited to prowess and valor in battle, fealty and service to the crown,19 

chivalry and fairness on and off the field of battle, dedication to reflecting the image of 

knighthood by working to attain and maintain their armor in good condition, and carrying 

out their responsibility to teach others, guiding them to also attain these skills and virtues 

(Braidwood 1998, 168). When the crown becomes aware of someone exhibiting these 

qualities, they may call them up to ask them if they will take up the title of knight and all 

that it entails. If they respond in the affirmative, negotiations may be made regarding 

when and where the ritual will take place, as well as any other special considerations. It 

will generally be agreed upon to hold the ritual at a later event to make sure that those in 

the SCA community who want to could be there to witness and be supportive of the person 

being knighted. 

Each knighting tends to be a little different, often with the community playing a 

part in the ritual, but there are commonalities. As an example, I will use the knighting of 

my friend, David Borland, known in the SCA as Luciano Foscari (Ulfredsson 2019). 

 
18 The Order of Chivalry includes knights and, sometimes, masters-at-arms, depending on the kingdom. A 

knight swears fealty to the crown, while a master-at-arms does not. This has caused some dispute, as 

different kingdoms tend to have differing cultures, and some are less inclined to honor individuals who will 

not swear fealty to the crown.  
19 With the possible exception of masters-at-arms. 
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Before his knighting, Luciano had already attained a number of accolades. As a rapier20 

combatant, he was a part of the Order of Defense,21 he was a member of the Order of the 

Pelican for his outstanding service, and he had won the coronet for the Principality of the 

Summits,22 as well as being squired to a knight. A royal court had been scheduled, at 

which time the king and queen would tend to various announcements. As most royal 

courts, it officially opens as the royal procession enters, trailing a retinue of heralds, 

regional champions, and court officers behind them through the crowd, who stand and 

bow as they pass.  

When the king and queen have taken their seats in the decorated wooden thrones, 

the herald begins, “So opens the court of their royal majesties, King Morgan and Queen 

Livia, King and queen of An Tir, on this thirty-first day of August, Anno Societatis fifty-

three.”23 The royal court then proceeds, noting activities at the event, making 

announcements, and giving awards of recognition to those that have served the 

community or competed and won in some contest at the event, ranging from painting 

illuminated scrolls to winning a bardic competition for performing a 16th-century Italian 

song. The artisans and performers in the SCA range in skills and scholastic disciplines, 

and it has been a tradition to recognize these achievements since the very beginning 

(Paxson 2021). Then, after whispering something to a herald, King Morgan calls forth Sir 

Matheus. When the knight approaches the king and kneels, the king speaks to him and 

says “Sir Matheus, at Sport of Kings24 we bade you to take your squire and prepare him 

to answer a question. Is your squire prepared to become a knight?”  

Remaining kneeling, Sir Matheus responds, “He is prepared, and he is here, Your 

Majesty.” At which point, a herald raises her voice to summon Luciano, using all of his 

titles and telling him to “Come and kneel before your crown!” At this point, Luciano 

makes his way through the crowd, escorted by his wife, his son trailing one step behind 

him, before all three kneel before the king and queen. It is worth noting the use of 

 
20 “Rapier Fighting,” often shortened to “rapier” in the SCA, is patterned after an earlier form of fencing 

using the heavier rapier rather than the modern fencing foils, sabers, and epees. There are several other 

differences, such as fighting “in the round” rather than the Olympic fencing “inline” style, as well as the 

use of off-hand parrying devices. 
21 A mark of distinction awarded by a king in the SCA to those showing themselves to be exceptionally 

proficient in rapier fighting or cut-and-thrust, which is a similar fighting style, but closer to what is practiced 

in HEMA.  
22 The Principality of the Summits is a part of the SCA’s Kingdom of An Tir and covers the geographic 

area of Southern Oregon. 
23 For internal reference, the SCA recounts its timeline from the date of its foundation on May 1, 1966. This 

event took place in 2019, so it is recorded as AS 53. 
24 A biennial SCA event consisting primarily of classes in armored combat and culminating in a tournament.  
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kneeling. In many rituals involving royalty, both historically and in later ritualized 

activities, kneeling is a powerful tool for shaping a dynamic.  

The molding of the body within a highly structured environment does not simply 

express inner states. Rather, it primarily acts to restructure bodies in the very doing 

of the acts themselves. Hence, required kneeling does not merely communicate 

subordination to the kneeler. For all intents and purposes, kneeling produces a 

subordinated kneeler in and through the act itself (C. Bell 2010, 100).  

Like so many aspects of this ritual, this seemingly ostensive act, evoking the 

formalities one would expect to be portrayed in an Arthurian narrative by acting them out 

(Dégh 1983, 8), is not just an image reflecting these icons of chivalry but also shapes the 

dynamic to embody what we, as ritual participants, feel those icons would be like.  

At this point, the king calls out to ask if there is a member of the chivalry present 

who would speak for Luciano. A well-respected knight answers the call, standing up 

among the crowd to speak about his experiences with Luciano, regaling the king, and the 

crowd, with glowing praises of the man’s warmth and honorable conduct. When he is 

finished, the queen calls to the crowd, asking if there is a member of the Order of the 

Laurel who would speak on his behalf. Again, a respected member of this order stands 

and recounts the accomplishments and character of Luciano. This process continues as, 

one by one, members of his peer groups stand to give account of Luciano’s qualities, 

Figure 34: Luciano Foscari/David Borland kneels before the king 

Credit: David Borland 
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accomplishments, and why they believe he is deserving of knighthood. Through it all, the 

subject of this discourse remains kneeling, listening as his wife beside him openly weeps, 

wiping the tears away on her bloused sleeves.  

At last, the king addresses Luciano. “Luciano Foscari, well pleased with your 

prowess upon the field, and right mindful of the desires of your peers, we are minded to 

create you a knight. Will you accept from us this honor and swear fealty to the crown and 

Kingdom of An Tir?” The kneeling Luciano replies, “Yes, your majesty.”  

The king then turns again to Luciano’s knight. “Sir Matheus, will you release your 

squire from his bonds of fealty to you?” At this point, Sir Matheus stands and moves to 

Luciano, recounting their twenty-year friendship and how Luciano has been squired to 

him for eight of those years. He tells his squire how proud he is of him before taking back 

the red belt of the squire from Luciano and embracing him in a hug, then rejoining the 

crowd. Then the king asks Luciano, “Upon what symbol will you swear fealty?” Luciano 

replies that he would swear on her majesty’s crown, at which point she removes it to bring 

it before him. The title of Queen’s Guard is traditionally won in a tournament among 

rapier fighters, and the relationship between the queen and the rapier fighting community 

is often a strong one. Coming from this community as well, this symbol holds great 

meaning for Luciano, and the queen shows some pride in this decision.  

Kneeling while placing his hand upon the queen’s crown, Luciano recites “Here 

do I swear fealty to Morgan and Livia, my undoubted king and queen. On my honor, I 

vow to keep a noble and kind heart, to uphold integrity and skill, to be ever-generous in 

mercy and knowledge, defending the honor of the crown and all that we hold dear. I 

pledge my blade and my heart. So say I, Luciano Foscari.” 

The king and queen, each in turn, then swear to hear his oath, “and swear to protect 

and defend you as a knight of our realm, until death take us, or the world comes to end, 

or these crowns pass from our hands.” The herald then asks Luciano by what sword he 

would receive this accolade, to which he replies that he would like to swear by the Sword 

of State, the sword carried by the one bearing the title of Champion of An Tir. When I 

interviewed David/Luciano, he informed me that he chose the Sword of State because “I 

felt like symbols of the Kingdom were what I wanted, as the Kingdom is a big part of 

what made me who I am in the SCA” (Borland 2021). The meanings we place on the 

ritual tools are often as important as the ritual itself, manifesting sacred and secular 

experience and belief  (Bronner 1993, 207). When he chose the Sword of State to swear 

his oath on, he was also choosing everything it meant to him. 
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The king then calls for the spurs of knighthood, the first of the three pieces of 

regalia that mark a knight. According to Keith Dowen of the Royal Armouries Museum, 

golden spurs historically represent knighthood because they show “the eagerness of the 

knight to perform his duties for his lord and in the name of God” (Dowen 2020a; 

Lieberman 2015). A knight brings forth a pair of spurs and proceeds to recount their 

provenance, listing each knight who had worn them before and which knight they had 

gotten them from in turn. He and another then go about buckling them onto Luciano’s 

boots as he continues to kneel.  

Some glances and murmured comments indicate that this may have been done out 

of order by accident, showing that this is not a ritual performed very often. The crowns 

change hand every four to six months, and nobody is knighted more than once in their 

life. Even the heralds who guide the ritual and whose voices can always be heard in 

hushed tones, prompting the ritual participants, can make mistakes, skipping lines or 

pages in their tomes. This is quickly laughed off and corrected as the king and queen take 

up the Sword of State once more to receive Luciano’s oath.  

Here do I vow, upon this sword, to be from this day forward a good and true 

knight. Ever chivalrous and courteous and willing to bind myself in fealty to the 

crown of my kingdom. To speak and to be silent, to do and to let be, to come and 

to go, to strike and to spare, in all matters that concern this realm, in peace and in 

war, in need and in plenty, 

in living or in dying, till 

death takes me or the 

world ends. So say I, 

Luciano Foscari.  

The king and queen then 

step back as the king lifts the 

Sword of State upward and says, 

“Luciano, the responsibility of a 

knight is great. A sword has two 

blades. One faces forward to 

defeat your foes. The other faces you, to steel your heart. Your heart is true, and I fear for 

the foes that stand before you.” Here there is a bit of a deviation from some historical 

Figure 34: The king dubs Luciano Foscari/David Borland with the 

Sword of State 

Credit: David Borland 
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sources, who suggest the symbolism of the double-edged sword is to evoke “the 

inseparability of justice and loyalty, and the knight's duty to protect the defenseless” 

(Lieberman 2015, 391). The king then places the tip of the sword on one of Luciano’s 

shoulders, and then the other, and then on the top of his head. The king proclaims, “I dub 

thee once, I dub the twice, I dub thee knight of An Tir! Rise, Sir Luciano.” 

The applause among the gathered populace feels heartfelt as Luciano stands and 

the king calls for the chain of knighthood. This golden chain is the second of the three 

pieces of the knight’s regalia. Again, a knight comes forward to present this item and tell 

the story of its provenance. She speaks about how it has been worn by many members of 

her household and about the spirit of prowess, honor, and chivalry in which it was worn 

before handing it over to the king, entreating Luciano to continue in that tradition until it 

is time for him to pass it to another. The king then places the chain about Luciano’s neck, 

saying, “Wear this chain in token of your rank.” 

Then the queen calls for the last of the three knightly vestments, the white belt. 

To audible gasps, the king steps forward and removes the belt he is wearing. He is not a 

native to An Tir, and he explains that when he moved there as a knight from a different 

kingdom, he had nothing. All his possessions were in storage. Before he could attend his 

first event, he had to purchase the leather and the buckle and make a belt for himself that 

reflected his station as one who had been knighted in another kingdom. He had worn that 

belt throughout his time in An Tir, from the time he arrived and throughout the time he 

had fought and won the crown. Handing it to Luciano, the king states, “So this is from 

me to you, as it represents everything that I have, and my desires and my dreams that your 

kingdom, that my kingdom, that our kingdom, has brought forth.” These three vestments 

of the knight and the recitation of their lineage strengthen not only the experience but the 

lasting impact of the ritual. “Material culture is as true to the mind, as dear to the heart, 

as language, and what is more, it reports thoughts and actions that resist verbal 

formulation. Like a story, an artifact is a text, a display of form and a vehicle for meaning” 

(Glassie 1999, 46). They are also foci for traditionalization, each being attributed by its 

respective presenter with a provenance, creating links of continuity through personal 

experience narratives that “link the present with a meaningful past” (Bauman 2004, 27). 

These relics, and the stories they carry, will be a part of many rituals and touch many 

lives, creating a legacy within the SCA.  

At his point in the ritual, the belt, the final piece of the knight’s vestment, is placed 

on Luciano by the queen and Luciano’s wife, Geneva, before the queen tells him, “Wear 
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this belt of white as an outward symbol of what you protect and hold dear. May it serve 

to remind you of the purity of the vows that you have sworn this day.” This symbolism 

also varies from the historical context, in which the white of the belt is said to represent 

chastity (Lieberman 2015, 391). Like many traditions of knighthood, much of the 

symbolism of the ritual must be adapted to different cultural needs and expectations, 

which is brought into sharp focus as Luciano’s wife buckles on what would historically 

be seen as a symbol of his chastity as his son watches on from behind.  

The knighting ceremony is permeated with intertextuality, defined by Bauman as 

“the relational orientation of a text to other texts” (Bauman 2004, 4). The portions of the 

ritual in which individuals relate their tales of the aspirant’s qualities and the individuals 

present the three badges of knighthood all allow opportunities for members of Luciano’s 

peer groups to relate their texts to the text of the ritual itself. The king, functioning as 

ritual master, even incorporates a personal experience narrative of his own as he presents 

the belt he had been wearing. This strengthens the significance of the ritual, weaving it 

into the foundations and values of the community as well as symbolically binding them 

to the material culture in the form of the three vestments of knighthood.  

After a brief pause, the king calls for “the scroll,” at which time a beautifully 

illuminated scroll is brought forth. It had been hand-painted over the course of two weeks 

by an artisan who 

knows Luciano to 

commemorate this 

occasion. It is shown 

to the populace as 

the contents of its 

writing are 

proclaimed by the 

queen. 

Hear, An Tir, the 

words of Morgan, 

by right of arms 

king, and Livia, inspiration queen. It is our mind to elevate our most noble subject, 

Luciano Foscari, a true knight who will bear well the weight of our obligations 

Figure 35: The queen shows the scroll to the populace 

Credit: David Borland 
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and justice. Further does our Black Lion Herald25 confirm that Sir Luciano’s right 

to bear arms and the following without hindrance.  

She then hands it to the herald, who blazons Luciano’s heraldic device.26 When 

the herald is finished, the scroll is gently placed to the side. With subtle movements, 

knights move behind Luciano as the king steps forward. Reaching back, he proclaims, 

“Sir Luciano. May this be the last blow you receive unanswered,” before striking the new 

knight to the side of his head. The populace cheers as the knights move forward to 

embrace their new brother and the king entreats him to greet his peers.  

This last act, the 

striking of the new knight, 

along with placing the 

obligation upon them to 

let it be the last blow they 

receive unanswered, is 

called the buffet. In 

historical context, it was 

referred to as the “colée” 

and dates at least as far 

back as around 1220 CE 

(Lieberman 2015, 391). The buffet has recently come into a degree of controversy within 

the SCA. Accounts have been circulating that an individual who was not familiar with 

the ritual was attending an event and had the opportunity to observe a knighting. Upon 

witnessing the buffeting, the individual was triggered due to traumatic experience she had 

endured in the past, and she became upset.27 This has sparked debate within the 

community, with one side wishing to do away with it for the sake of compassion to those 

who are more sensitive to violence and the other side of the debate stressing the 

importance of the tradition and what it means to the community and the recipient.  

 
25 The Black Lion Herald is the title given to the official herald for the Kingdom of An Tir who sees to the 

duties of organizing the college of heralds, a body of researchers focusing on the system of heraldry and 

records of the heraldic devices of the populace of An Tir. Each kingdom has a herald, and most principalities 

and baronies have heralds who answer to the kingdom herald. 
26 In heraldry, there are terms derived from French for the colors, positions, and details of any heraldic 

device. This allows for a cataloging system so that, by comparing key terms, it is possible to make sure that 

there are no two alike.  
27 This description is based on several accounts collected from members of the SCA community. 

Figure 36: The king administers the buffet as knights gather, ready to catch 

Sir Luciano Foscari/David Borland 

Credit: David Borland 
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One individual with a significant level of insight into the situation is Kevin 

Hodges, known in the SCA as Duke Styrkar. He has served as king and, as a part of his 

duties, performed the knighting ritual several times. When he is not attending SCA events, 

he is a physician, so his awareness of potential trauma is always a consideration for him. 

When I asked him about it, one of the first things he mentioned was the centuries-old 

lineage of the tradition, noting that “historically, what that means is that if a noble person 

struck a peasant, they had no recourse whatsoever, and so it's a mark of elevation in the 

peerage saying no longer is there anybody that can strike you with impunity, where you 

can't strike them back” (Hodges 2020). Catherine Bell notes such tendencies to evoke the 

history of a ritual, its roots in the past lending a type of validation, saying, “The 

naturalness of ritualized activities is also promoted in part by traditionalism, the 

assumption that what is being done derives its legitimacy from precedents vaguely rooted 

in the past” (C. Bell 2009, 168). This being said, Duke Styrkar then shifted, as if 

recognizing that the historical context had been a formality, to tell me,  

We have a martial organization. And within that organization, there's a certain 

amount of pride associated with the ritual. Some people are very insistent that that 

is a true blow because they don't want it to be weak, they don't want it to look like 

or be a symbolic blow, they really want a true punch, or slap, or whatever. What 

you get sometimes is a really devastating blow, sometimes to the head, sometimes 

in the chest, shoulder, or wherever, but there's been people who have had 

concussions, people have been knocked out. And this is the exception rather than 

the rule, but it still has happened. So I think there's two sides in general to the 

public outrage of it (Hodges 2020).  

Having both given and received the buffet, Duke Styrkar’s view, nuanced as it 

might be, was biased. For a different perspective, I asked Linda Scott Zdarsky, known in 

the SCA as Lady Natasha Orionova Zateeva. She had served as Black Lion Herald and 

has been a herald on the list field and in court for many years, guiding many types of 

rituals within the folk group of the SCA. “For me, the buffet has always been there,” she 

told me, considering the issue. Although she has no inclination, at this point, to ever get 

into armor, she has been instrumental in making, maintaining, and even adapting the 

rituals of the SCA, both in the martial culture and otherwise. She went on to relate, 
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I believe that there are people who unintentionally do it more robustly than they 

intend. I know one person who does not remember his knighting at all. He leaned 

into it. And it's good that the k nights were there to catch him because he did fall 

all the way back. And he doesn't remember it. He had a concussion. And so you 

know, the rest of the day is just gone for him. Which is sad because the day they 

are knighted is an important one (Zdarsky 2021). 

Being well acquainted with the culture of fighters in the SCA, accounts of 

concussions, being knocked unconscious, and demanding to be struck with force for the 

sake of the ritual are unsurprising to me. This is likely a validation of Kaeuper’s 

assessment that  

chivalry was not simply a code integrating generic individual and society, not 

simply an ideal for relations between the sexes or a means for knocking off the 

rough warrior edges in preparation for the European gentleman to come. The 

bloody-minded side of the code—even if it seems to moderns, as Twain might 

say, a shuddering matter—was of the essence of chivalry. The knight was a 

warrior and not Everyman (Kaeuper 2001, 8). 

Although this refers to chivalry in historical context, the knights of the SCA still seem to 

look to these historical figures as inspirations and aspirations. Then as now, the buffet is 

a part of a ritual for a martial order. Ultimately, perhaps the trauma is a part of the 

transformational force of the ritual. 

Most within the SCA are accepting of this level of physicality. It is a part of our 

culture. As Lady Natasha says,  

I don't think it should be perceived as violence. I think it should be perceived as 

tradition, as a remembrance, which is what they say, you know, remember, this 

should be the last blow received unanswered. You'll never forget it. Nor will 

anyone else who's ever gotten a buffet ever forget that moment (Zdarsky 2021).  
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4.5 Ritual of Coronation 

In the Society for Creative Anachronism, it is the custom and tradition that the last person 

to strike any knight is the king,28 but who is a king in the SCA? How does he attain such 

a status in a society that celebrates martial prowess? Kings and queens hold largely 

ceremonial positions, although those positions do come with significant responsibilities 

as well. They are called to delegate responsibilities and mediate disputes between parties. 

They are required to attend a certain number of events during their reign, which lasts 

either four or six months. The duties are exhausting and, like many of the activities in the 

SCA, would appear to consume as much of one’s life as one is willing to offer up. At the 

same time, kings and queens are expected to conduct themselves with honor and dignity 

at all times. After all, to quote Duchess Morag, the first queen of An Tir, the crown is the 

“embodiment of the hopes, dreams and aspirations of the Kingdom as a whole. It is a 

symbol of all the best things our Society strives to create, and in the person of the Crown, 

people see inspiration” (Braidwood 1998, 118).  

This honor and responsibility is, like many things in the SCA, won in a 

tournament. Just as knighthood is awarded to those who show chivalry and martial 

prowess on the list field, so the crown passes to those who show the very greatest martial 

prowess, tactics, and stamina in a grueling trial by combat for which the very best travel 

from all over the kingdom to fight for the honor to serve. Like the ritual of the accolade, 

coronation can vary greatly from individual to individual. Ultimately, it incorporates long 

periods of ritual in which the previous king and queen step down, taking the opportunity 

to reward those who served the kingdom well and then to say their own farewells. Then 

the new king and queen are awarded the crowns. There is much solemn oath taking, with 

parallels in all the kingdoms within the SCA. 

The part of the ritual I would like to focus on, though, is the part that is unique to 

An Tir. It was introduced by a past king with a noted gift for the symbolic and the 

dramatic, and the ritual has been embraced by kings and knights of An Tir ever since. 

When the time comes for the knights to swear fealty to the new king, they do so while 

performing what has become known as the “Collar of Steel,” each drawing the steel 

weapon symbolic of their martial station and placing it upon the new king’s person. This 

 
28 The exception to this is when a woman wins crown, at which time she becomes “queen by right of arms.” 

In the past, the one whose honor she fought for would be the “prince consort” rather than the king. There 

may be new terms coming into use soon, as the SCA’s board of directors has recently allowed for same sex 

couples to compete in crown tournaments and has begun to consider alternate titles to accommodate gender 

inclusivity.  
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portion of the ritual is seen as symbolizing “that the knights are expected to use their 

swords in service to the King and… the trust that the King has in his knights. It may also 

serve as a reminder to the King of the consequences of failure in his duty” (Braidwood 

1998, 169). Kevin Hodges, better known in the SCA as Duke Styrkar, remembers this 

part of his coronation ritual quite well from when he served as king.  

My interpretation of it is that it's a symbolic act, where the knights are, 

symbolically, of course, essentially the agents of death, agents of warfare, 

pledging their support to the king. And the king is pledging his support to the 

knights. The fealty goes back and forth. But the knights are simultaneously 

showing their power and their ability to deal death. The king is granting them the 

rights or the ability to lay steel on his person, which even in modern perceptions 

is a hugely powerful gesture. And then the knights are saying simultaneously, 

“we're your guys. But this is just a reminder of what happens if you mess up.” 

And so I think there are multiple layers in the symbolism of that particular ritual. 

It's a humbling moment, to be surrounded by all these people that you respected 

for so many years, and fought with, and fought against, and to be touched by their 

blade. That's a very powerful personal moment between the king and the knights 

(Hodges 2020). 

Figure 37: Newly crowned King Stykar/Kevin Hodges exchanges oaths with his knights during the “Collar of Steel” 

Credit: Kevin Hodges 
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Although this ritual is emotionally moving, profound in its martial symbolism and 

evocative of ancient tradition, it is just as noteworthy that it is both unique to one of the 

twenty kingdoms of the SCA and that it is a new tradition formed only in the last two 

decades. Nevertheless, it is performed with as much solemn disposition as any ritual 

drawn from narratives of antiquity. It seems like a contrast, yet it is fitting for a society 

established in a time and place ripe for change. In this respect, the SCA reflects a larger 

cultural trend of an “explosion of ritual creativity: the self-conscious crafting of new 

rituals, or the reinterpretation of existing ones, with the expressly subversive purpose of 

bringing about cultural change” (Magliocco 2014, 1). 

This society, forged of martial philosophies and codes of honor, upheld by service 

to what the populace believes is something greater, and dedicated to reviving ancient 

skills and ideals, is not the relic of the past that it seems to be. It is a modern creation 

inspired by ancient orders and a living culture balancing between what Barre Toelken 

terms the Twin Laws of Conservatism and Dynamism, “two forces, or qualities—the one 

dynamic, the other conservative [that] are the twin coefficients of the particularized 

variation that finally does take place again and again in each traditional event—through 

space (geographical or human) and through time (moments or years)” (Toelken 1996, 39–

40). While members attempt to conserve the researched traditions that many believe are 

the foundations of their society, they also grow and adapt, and these tendencies are 

enacted in and through their rituals and their culture of armored combat. This balance 

between conservatism and dynamism is needed in healthy societies. Each taken to an 

extreme can be counterproductive or even damaging, miring a group in outdated traditions 

or inspiring the group to reject the past altogether. It is important to remember that each 

force on its own cuts in both directions, like any good sword. 
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Conclusion 

Discussion 

Groups attempting to re-create their own interpretations of the Age of Chivalry are not a 

new phenomenon. In fact, even as many scholars assert that the Age of Chivalry is 

something dreamed up by poets long ago, there are still groups striving to achieve that 

dream. Each of these groups tends to interpret this dream in terms of its own culture’s 

ideals. As cultures change and evolve, so do their ideals. Where once chivalry was the 

realm of noblemen, it is now neither solely the domain of nobles nor men. The transition 

to a more inclusive view of chivalry has been long in coming, and not without resistance, 

but it has come and even now continues to change. 

While many folk groups have their own criteria for what defines authentic armor, 

and each places great value on that authenticity, ultimately armor is material culture. 

While some armor is made to mimic historical models, representations frozen in time as 

a tool for education, other armor is built to serve the purposes of the cultures that created 

it. Just as cultures change, so will their material culture. It is not appropriate to invalidate 

a suit of armor that fits the needs of an armored fighter in the SCA, HMB, or HEMA 

because it does not perfectly imitate the armor that fit the needs of Henry VIII. Authentic 

SCA armor is exactly that and is built for the needs of the SCA. In time, those needs will 

likely change, and so will the armor. 

Of course, protection is not the only purpose of armor. Just like any piece of 

material culture, it is a physical manifestation of its cultural context. Those who work 

together to make armor are preserving aspects of their culture in steel, leather, and other 

materials. Different styles of martial arts are reflected in how the armor is designed to 

move, how much protection it is designed to give, and what parts of the body it protects. 

The interests, values, and aspirations of the wearer can often be seen in the styling of the 

armor, the regions and cultures it is inspired by, and patterns of ornamentation or lack 

thereof. Whether it is the embodiment of who the wearer is or what they wish to become, 

armor is often seen as larger than life, challenging the wearer to live up to those ideals. 

Given that the ideals of the SCA are inspired largely by the mythohistorical figures 

of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, the fact that these aspirations are so 

lofty is little surprise. It is the myth, rather than the history, of the mythohistorical figure 

that inspires many to reach beyond what they see as the banality of everyday life, reaching 

for the exceptional. Because of this, the festivals where they gather are often in areas 
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removed, to some degree, from visibly modern settings, creating a liminal place and time 

between what they term the “mundane world” and the Age of Chivalry and making a 

fertile ground for ritual where the mythic aspect of their historical inspirations “translates 

the very real and specific ritual situation into an idealized and timeless model” (C. Bell 

2009, 7). This model is the core of what the chivalric culture of the SCA strives to attain. 

While there are many rituals in the SCA, the three most prominent that are 

intrinsically tied to the SCA’s martial culture are the tournament, the knighting ritual, and 

the coronation. The tournament, a full-contact, armored martial art competition, is framed 

in the type of formal language and rigid structure that one expects of such a ritual. It is 

the core of the SCA’s martial culture, often functioning as a way for peer groups to 

observe a fighter’s conduct to evaluate their candidacy for knighthood. Two to three times 

per year in each SCA “kingdom,” a tournament is also used to determine who will bear 

the largely ceremonial title of king or queen of that kingdom.  

The knighting ritual is unique to each individual being knighted, often reflecting 

their relationship not just with the king, but also with their community. At the same time, 

an inherent part of the ritual, the buffeting, is documented as far back as the 13th century, 

conferring the validation of history on the contemporary practice. Like many other 

traditions in the SCA, this ritual is a juxtaposition of the old and the new, often 

incorporating both formal language and personal experience narratives and using 

intertextuality to bring them all together. 

The rarest of the three rituals highlighted is the coronation. Like the knighting 

ritual, each coronation is unique and reflects the individuals being crowned. It 

incorporates aspects of historical rituals as well as newer ritual elements, like the collar 

of steel. Although armor only needs to be worn in the tournament, it is still inherently tied 

to all three rituals, with knighting and coronation coming about as a direct result of 

armored combat and the culture of chivalry that surrounds it.  

It is important not to understate the depth and breadth of this culture of chivalry 

or its rituals. Because it has been around for fifty-five years, I have met families with 

adults who were born and raised in the SCA now raising children of their own within 

those traditions. It is a folk group, a culture, and a community. It is built on ideals that 

people embrace because they feel it gives their lives a sense of purpose.  

When I interviewed Diana Paxson, who hosted the first SCA event in 1966, I 

asked her, “All the proud parents I have known will, at some point, look at their child and 

identify what they contributed, saying ‘They have my eyes,’ or ‘Oh no, they have my 
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nose.’ When you look at the SCA today, what do you see there that you recognize as your 

contribution?” She chuckled a bit and told me “I think the balance between arts and 

science and the fighting and the insistence upon garb, defining it as a participatory event” 

(Paxson 2021). Looking back at all of the historical attempts to evoke the Age of Chivalry, 

I wonder what they would say they recognize in today’s culture of chivalry.  

Each attempt to evoke the Age of Chivalry seems to draw from the past while 

incorporating the culture and ideals of its era. Henry VIII went so far as to have his face 

and family symbol painted on what was believed at the time to be the Round Table. Three 

centuries later, attendees at the tournament at Eglinton were aware of Henry VIII’s 

chivalric showing at the Field of Cloth of Gold. Diana Paxson, a scholar of medieval 

literature, was aware of both of those great events in centuries past. As much as people 

seem drawn to the historical when they encase themselves in armor and embrace the 

elusive Age of Chivalry, they also tend to add to its legacy as the accretion of chivalric 

reinterpretation continues through the centuries.  

Commenting on early efforts to re-create the Age of Chivalry, the historian 

Huizinga states, “In reviving chivalry the poets and princes imagined that they were 

returning to antiquity. In the minds of the fourteenth century, a vision of antiquity had 

hardly yet disengaged itself from the fairy-land sphere of the Round Table” (Huizinga 

1924, 59). Looking at the SCA today with its self-aware motto of “re-creating the Middle 

Ages how they should have been,” I wonder how different we are and what those poets 

and princes would recognize, if anything, of their own contributions today. 

The more I learned of this ideological lineage, generations coming and going, 

reaching out to embrace the torch handed down by King Arthur, who may have never 

even existed, the more I understand Price’s words: “What we have today is an extension 

of the medieval cult of chivalry, an amalgamation of ideas rooted in the history of the 

medieval period enhanced by romantic iterations of medieval myths” (Price 2000, 15). 

As I recognize the truth in his words, I also find it comforting to recognize that we are not 

the first and likely not the last to claim membership in this “cult of chivalry.”  

When studying martial philosophies, it does not take long to realize that the SCA 

is not unique in wanting to revive a romanticized image of the past. Groups like HMB 

and HEMA also embrace aspects of their interpretation of European medieval martial 

culture, but the phenomenon goes beyond these groups as well. Sir Richard Burton, in his 

development of hoplology, which he designed as a tool to study cultures of martial arts, 
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understood that this is something that speaks to a part of human nature and was not 

isolated to European cultures. 

 When Kyiel Cholik suits up in his armor to fight in the SCA, he does so in a way 

that reflects his Cree heritage. For him, the SCA offers a paradigm that allows him to 

explore the martial culture of the Cree, even to the point of enlisting the guidance of 

respected members of his tribe. The vast majority of martial traditions I have encountered, 

whether they are Asian, European, or otherwise, have looked to the past for inspiration, 

even while the arts themselves evolve as they move into the future. Their material cultures 

tend to consist of weapons and armor, as they are martial cultures made material. They 

change with the cultures, each artifact evolving its function and artistic qualities to fit the 

needs and aspirations of that culture.  

In the larger scope of medieval studies, reenactment, and re-creation, there is a 

strong vein of Eurocentrism and traditionalism that may make people of color, LGBTQ+ 

people, and women feel less welcomed and results in them being underrepresented. 

Looking at the demographics of the SCA, these feelings are very valid. Unfortunately, 

this problem goes beyond issues of how to make an environment mindfully inclusive. The 

inclination toward Eurocentrism has attracted Germanic nationalists and neo-fascists who 

romanticize a false conception of medieval homogeneity and are willing to resort to 

violence to enforce their ideology (Clarke et al. 2020). While groups like the SCA have 

recognized this and have recently changed policies and created positions such as the SCA 

Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (“DEI Mission & Vision” 2020), this remains 

a topic of concern with active discussion on how to recognize it, how to address it, and 

how to confront it when necessary.  

An additional concern is the discovery that ethnonationalists, drawn to the false 

impression of an ethnically homogenous medieval Europe, have made their way into these 

re-creation groups and into LARP groups and are benefiting from the martial cultures to 

train and condition themselves for physical altercations in the performance of violence in 

the name of racism, homophobia, and misogyny. As word spreads about these situations, 

this can create feedback loops that shape perceptions of the re-creation groups as 

unwelcoming to any but straight white people, with a bias toward men where combat is 

concerned. Addressing these issues has caused rifts in communities in which some believe 

that this behavior is not an issue and that taking measures against it is creating 

unnecessary strife. In groups like the SCA, which tend to be tight knit and 
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multigenerational, individuals on both sides of the debate are passionate, and these 

conflicts have grown heated. 

Limitations 

The most obvious limitation to this body of research is that it was done during the covid-

19 outbreak, which drastically limited my ability to travel and interact with people. This 

required me to alter my research plan. I originally had intended on weighing heavily on 

participant observation, suiting up in armor and bonding with other fighters using the 

exchange of currency that is acknowledged within that group: bruises. Lack of direct 

access to medieval re-creation events and fighter practices forced me to cast a wider net 

via the internet, interviewing and corresponding with more people, drawing heavily on 

my experience in the SCA and a handful of other historical re-creation groups to help me 

develop rapport with limited contact.  

This study would have benefited from a more diverse sample of informants. 

Several of the interviews I tried to arrange did not come to fruition due to scheduling 

conflicts, and this reduced the diversity of the final sample. In my interview with Kyle 

Potts, we discussed a branch of the SCA in Thailand that he visited for The Wandering 

Sword Project; interviewing some of the fighters there would have enriched this study 

with different cultural perspectives. As things stand, ethnographic work with that group 

will have to be added to the growing list of activities to tend to after covid-19 has run its 

course. 

Another complication is the differences in SCA regions. I am from the western 

region of the SCA in the US, as are most of my contacts. There are different schools of 

thought regarding hierarchy and preferred combat training between the Eastern and 

Western Rite, two major regional subcultures of the SCA. Although these differences 

may appear negligible from outside the SCA, there are emic schools of thought that put 

great stock in such things.  

Future Applications 

I would like to see this research expanded to include multiple martial cultures, examining 

their material cultures, rituals, and codes of conduct. My interactions with Kyiel Cholik, 

discussing the parallels between the SCA and the Cree martial culture, and with Kyle 

Potts, discussing his travels to Thailand for research with The Wandering Sword Project, 

have highlighted for me what a window into a culture martial arts can be. Ultimately, 
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further research could increase recognition of hoplology as a valuable framework for 

ethnographic studies, using thick participation in martial arts not only as a means of 

making a very human connection but also of gaining valuable insight into cultures through 

intimate tacit knowledge.  

Additionally, I would like to see research done on codes of conduct in martial 

cultures and the difference they make on how combatants are viewed by others and how 

they view themselves. While chivalry has been mocked by those who see it as 

anachronistic and weaponized by those who would reinterpret and appropriate it for the 

sake of benefiting from its reputation, cultural codes of conduct such as chivalry or 

bushido tend to create a perceived boundary between the “noble warrior” and bullies and 

murderers. These codes function not just as a way to inhibit or focus the activities of those 

that would hone their martial skills but are also a social contract between the warrior and 

those who live in the same communities. When warriors are perceived to conduct 

themselves in ways that strain or break that social contract, it damages the trust of the rest 

of the community. It can also negatively impact the morale of those who see themselves 

as modern knights when that social contract is strained, leaving them feeling isolated from 

their community with no one to turn to except those who share their status. Ethnographic 

research on this phenomenon among soldiers and police officers may help explain some 

of the societal rift created between them and the communities they are supposed to 

protect. 

Another possible way to further this research could be to examine the protective 

gear of modern protesters and determine how the style and decoration of their armor can 

give insight into the aspirations and embodiment of the ideals of the wearer. The use of 

shields, helmets, and other pieces of armor is becoming more prevalent at protests. What 

can we learn about these protestors by how they choose to manifest their armored image? 

Can understanding their motivations bring us a step closer to conflict resolution?  

While I recognize that some who are unfamiliar with the groups attempting to re-create 

aspects of the Age of Chivalry may find this thesis unorthodox, I firmly believe that it 

speaks to a vital part of human society. An understanding of the material culture and ritual 

performance of chivalric martial culture can give us insight into related factors in 

contemporary societies when we approach them through participant observation rather 

than as an outsider scrutinizing them under a microscope. Sometimes it is not possible to 

gain proper insight into a culture from the viewpoint of one who cannot relate to its core 

values and beliefs. Sometimes it must be judged from inside the armor. 
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33–48. Anthem Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1gxpddq.7. 



 90 

Bryden, Inga. 2020. “Tennyson and the Return of King Arthur.” In The Oxford Handbook 

of Victorian Medievalism, edited by Joanne Parker. New York: Oxford University 

press. 

Bucholtz, Mary, and Kira Hall. 2005. “Identity and Interaction: A Sociocultural 

Linguistic Approach.” Discourse Studies 7 (4–5): 585–614. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445605054407. 

Clarke, Catherine A.M., Adam Miyashiro, Megan Cavell, Daniel Thomas, Stewart 

Brookes, Diane Watt, and Jennifer Neville. 2020. “Twenty-Five Years of ‘Anglo-

Saxon Studies’: Looking Back, Looking Forward from Disturbing Times: Medieval 

Pasts, Reimagined Futures on JSTOR.” In Disturbing Times: Medieval Pasts, 

Reimagined Futures, edited by Karkov Catherine E., Anna Kłosowska, and Vincent 

W.J. Van Gerven Oei, 317–50. Earth, Milky Way: Punctum Books. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv16zk023.11?fbclid=IwAR2znnK8GaTRmrHlQmk

JPAe5odt9f1rtdaJ4enYOTCEPgFTRgY6v50Mbv1U&seq=1#metadata_info_tab_c

ontents. 

Comstock, Kate. 2011. “The Pocket Court Herald.”. An Tir College of Heralds. Society 

for Creative Anachronism. PDF. 

https://antirheralds.org/files/PocketCourtHerald.pdf (accessed on 16 April 2021) 

Curling, H. 1839. Some Account of the Field of Cloth of Gold of Eglintoun. London. 

Davies, Jonathan. 2007. “Painful Pastime versus Present Pleasure: Tudor Archery and the 

Law.” Journal- Society for Army Historical Research 85 (343): 224–36. 

Dégh, Linda. 1983. “Does the Word ‘Dog’ Bite? Ostensive Action: A Means of Legend-

Telling.” Journal of Folklore Research 20 (1): 5–34. 

———. 1997. Folklore. Vols. 1 and 2 : An Encyclopedia of Beliefs, Customs, Tales, 

Music, and Art. Edited by Thomas Green. Santa Barbara, California: ABC-CLIO. 

“DEI Mission & Vision.” 2020. https://www.sca.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/01/DEIMissionVision.pdf. 

———. 2020b. “The Foot Combat and Henry VIII’s Armour.” In The Field of Cloth of 

Gold. Leeds, England. 

Edge, David. 2000. “Forward.” In Techniques of Medieval Armour Reproduction : The 

14th Century, 1st ed., xi–xiii. Boulder  Colo.: Paladin Press. 

Epps, Sarah (Swinney). 2009. “Knights of the Quill: The Arts of the Eglinton 

Tournament.” Baylor University. 

https://www.academia.edu/323118/Knights_of_the_Quill_The_Arts_of_the_Eglint

on_Tournament. 

ffoulkes, Charles John. 1912. The Armourer and His Craft. London: Methuen & 

Company. 

Glassie, Henry. 1999. Material Culture. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Glassie, Henry, and Pravina Shukla. 2018. Sacred Art : Catholic Saints and Candomblé 
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Estonian Résumé 

 

Püha teras: 

Relvastatud võitlus kui rituaal kaasaegses keskaja taaskehastamises 

 

Euroopas, Põhja-Ameerikas ja mõnedes Aasia piirkondades kogunevad keskaja 

taaskehastajad regulaarselt relvavõitluse harjutamiseks ja turniiride pidamiseks. Tegemist 

ei ole üksnes kaasaegse nähtusega: vähemalt viimase kuue sajandi jooksul on huvi 

keskaegse võitluse vastu ikka ja jälle tärganud. Iga sellist taasavastamist on paljuski 

kujundanud nende väärtused ja eesmärgid, kes ajalooliste võitluspraktikate põhjal uut 

kombestikku loovad. Mitmeid selliseid gruppe (nt 1966. aastal Ameerika Ühendriikides 

asutatud rahvusvaheline Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) ehk Loova 

Anakronismi Selts) inspireerivad lood mütoloogilistest kangelastest, eriti kuningas 

Arthurist ja tema rüütlitest, kes defineerivad rüütliajaks või rüütellikkuse ajastuks 

kutsutud perioodi. 

Nii ajaloolises kui kaasaegses kontekstis on turvises peetavatel relvaturniiridel 

rituaalina käsitletavaid omadusi. Turvis ei täida vaid füüsilise kaitse eesmärki, vaid 

tegemist on omamoodi rituaalse rüü või vahendiga, mis võimaldab kandjatel 

relvaturniiridel oma ideoloogiaid ja püüdlusi kehastada. Rüü kutsub selle omanikus esile 

ja annab edasi isikuomadusi, mis aitavad võitlejal kultuurilisi väärtusi kehastavaid 

rituaale läbi viia.  

Magistritöö käsitleb relvastatud turniirivõitlust kui rituaali ning turvise rolli selles: 

milliseid rolle ja tingimusi peab kaitserõivastus täitma grupis või rahvarühmas, kes soovib 

taasluua rüütliaega? Töös käsitletakse turvist selle kandja kaitsja, meistri kätetöö, 

eneseväljenduse ning rituaalse vahendina, võttes aluseks SCA kui ühe rüütelliku grupi 

rituaalid.  

Uurimus põhineb turviste entusiastide, meistrite ja turvistes võitlejate seas tehtud 

intervjuudel ja (osalus)vaatlustel. Mõistmaks paremini, millistele kriteeriumitele ja 

vajadustele peavad turvised vastama ning millest nad on inspireeritud, töötasin läbi 

teemakohaste institutsioonide ja organisatsioonidega seotud allikaid (Society for Creative 

Anachronism (SCA), Historical Medieval Battles (HMB) ja Historical European Martial 

Arts (HEMA)). 

Ajaloolise konteksti loomiseks alustan näidetest 16.–21. sajandil tegutsenud 

gruppidest, kes on üritanud taasluua rüütellikkuse ajastut, illustreerimaks kuidas neid 



 96 

kujundasid antud kohale ja ajale omased kultuurilised väärtused. Lähtudes materiaalse 

kultuuri vaatepunktist, uurin turvist kui kunstivormi ja väljendusviisi. Pakun välja 

lähenemise, mille järgi peegeldavad imitatsioon ja innovatsioon meistri töös vastavalt 

konservatiivsust ja dünaamilisust. Kui traditsiooniliselt nähakse neis vastandlikke jõude, 

siis kumbagi võib kasutada ka autentsuse kriteeriumite eritlemiseks. Testin teooriat 

meistri töö hindamiseks mõeldud seitsmepunktilise süsteemi abil, tuues iga punkti kohta 

näiteid intervjuudest. Analüüsin lähemalt ühte turvist ning intervjuuainesele tuginedes ka 

selle omaniku ja kaasdisaineri suhet oma varustusse. Kirjeldan samm-sammult turvise 

valmistamise põhialuseid, et anda parem ettekujutus sellest käsitöö valdkonnast.  

Kasutades Beverly Stoeltje tähelepanekuid festivali struktuuri kohta ja Victor 

Turneri liminaalsuse mõistet, vaatlen ühte SCA üritust festivalina ning rituaali rolli selles. 

Toetun ka Catherine Bellile, et identifitseerida SCA võitluskultuuri kuuluva kolme 

rituaali põhistruktuur, ning analüüsin neid Richard Baumani traditsionaliseerimise ja 

intertekstuaalsuse teemaliste käsitluste toel.  

Magistritööst selgub, et keskaegsetel taaskehastamise gruppidel on ajaloolised 

eelkäijad, mis on inspireeritud mütoloogilis-ajaloolisest rüütliajast ja samas kindlalt kinni 

seda taasloovas kaasajas. Taaskehastajate grupid peegeldavad ühekorraga oma tõlgendust 

rüütellikusest kui käitumisnormist ja ideoloogiast ning ümbritseva maailma muutuvaid 

väärtusi. SCA on rohkem kui viiekümne aasta jooksul kohandunud sotsiaalsete ja 

kultuuriliste muutustega, mis kajastub ka organisatsiooni materiaalses kultuuris ja 

rituaalides. Festivalidel läbi viidavad rituaalid kasutavad intertekstuaalsust, et väljendada 

väärtuseid ja paleusi ja seda ka kogukonna liikmete jagatud kogemuslugudes. 

Traditsionaliseerimise läbi liidetakse need väärtused juba niigi rikkaliku materiaalse 

kultuuriga.  

Käesolev uurimistöö on esimene samm võitluskultuuride laiema ja sügavama 

mõistmise suunas läbi nende materiaalse kultuuri ja rituaalide. Kui Aasia võitluskunstide 

etnograafilise uurimise vastu huvi kasvab, siis Euroopa võitluskunstidest vaadatakse 

sageli mööda. Relvade ja võitluskunstide kultuuri uurimise avaral väljal leidub aga veel 

küllalt ruumi, et arendada lähenemist, mis käsitleks võitluskunste mitte veidra 

kõrvalnähtuse, vaid kultuuri tuumväärtuste esitamise viisina.  
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Annex 1. Imitation versus Innovation 

  

Center:  13th century helm of helmet of Prince Yaroslav 

Vsevolodovich on display at Kremlin Armoury 

 

Left: Reproduction made by Edward Shayhutdinov 2014 

• As true to the original as possible 

• Made for a collector 

 

Right:  Reproduction made by Vrin Thomas 2017 

• Inspired by the original, with safety modifications 

• Made for full-contact combat 
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Annex 2. Major Museum Collections of Medieval European Armor 

 

The John Woodman Higgins Armory Collection at the Worcester Art Museum 

Location: Worcester, Massachusetts, United States 

Number of Pieces in Collection: 1,500+ 

Website: https://www.worcesterart.org/collection/higgins-collection/ 

Details of Note: Containing 24 full suits, this armory came primarily from the private 

collection of John Woodman Higgins (1874-1961) and is the second largest largest 

armor collection in the United States. 

 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Location: New York, New York, United States 

Number of Pieces: 14,000 

Website: https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/collection-areas/arms-and-armor 

Details of Note: The largest collection of medieval armor and weapons in the United 

States. 

 

The Royal Armouries 

Location: Leeds, England 

Number of Pieces: 7,500 

Website: https://royalarmouries.org/ 

Details of Note: The Royal Armouries at Leeds, England, is actually a part of a larger 

network of collections and hosts an appointed position of Master of Armouries, a title 

that dates to 1462. 

 

The Styrian Armoury 

Location: Graz, Austria 

Number of Pieces: 32,000 

Website: https://www.museum-joanneum.at/en/styrian-armoury 

Details of Note: The world’s largest historical armory. 

  



 99 

Annex 3. List of Abbreviations 

 

AEMMA Academy of European Medieval Martial Arts  

ARMA Association for Renaissance Martial Arts 

HACA  Historical Armed Combat Association (later became ARMA) 

HMB  Historical Medieval Battles 

LARP  Live Action Role Playing 

MiC  Marshal in Charge 

SoCA  Society for Combat Archaeology 

SCA  Society for Creative Anachronism 
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