The Kingdom Arts & Sciences Championship

Maestro Eduardo Francesco Maria Lucrezia

Second Kingdom A&S Champion

Looking back from this distance the memories of preparing for the championship, the day of the championship, the year spent as champion and the four years since being honored with the champion's cloak seem to swirl together. It is hard to separate out all the different things I went through; wonder, doubt, elation, exhaustion, anxiety, stress, happiness, hysteria, relief, joy, on and on and on. 

But let me try to separate out all the feelings and tell you what happens in the stages of championship. 

PREPARING FOR CHAMPIONSHIP
You have made the decision to actually enter. CONGRATULATE yourself. Few people make this brave decision, four or five at the most in any one year. 

You are among a select group who have chosen to challenge themselves, to push themselves to places not yet imagined. Sounds like an inspirational seminar, right? But it's true. Making the decision to enter is the first step on a long, hard journey towards the actual event and beyond. This stage is one of the most exciting times you will have. Questions are everywhere. What do I enter? What categories will these entries fit into? HOW CAN I GET IT ALL DONE IN TIME?! Keep asking those questions, and many, many more.


You'll find the answers, eventually. Most importantly keep asking yourself what do I want to learn? And subsequently what am I learning? For me the whole process of championship was about these questions. It was one big learning experience. Constantly pushing my comfort zone by asking questions. These questions will take your projects to new heights. Questions about technique, medieval mindset, the materials, the tools and the presentation you choose will challenge you at every turn. Answer these questions as honestly and fully as you can and when you come upon one, or several, you can't answer dig into the research. This will be a very challenging time. Enjoy the challenge - don't let it weigh you down. 

THE DAY(S) OF CHAMPIONSHIP 
You've finished your projects. You've asked all the questions you can think to ask yourself. You know there is so much more to do, so many more questions to ask and answer. But you also know, if you're really true with yourself, you have done everything you possibly can with the resources available. You have given it your best and have learned more than you ever thought possible. Now is the time to let it go. The hardest of all the lessons, at least for me. Let it go, there is nothing more you can do. There are no more cherries to pick or cheese to make or pigments to grind. Let it go and look at the amazing things you have created. The great things you have learned about your crafts and yourself. Now is the time to share that learning. Share with the other contestants, with the populace, with the judges, with yourself. Don't just share the facts. Share the enthusiasm, share the joy, share the pain when your first tile exploded in the kiln. Process is the key to product and if you don't share how you got to the spot you're at now you have cheated yourself not to mention the judge and the populace. This day will be stress-filled. You have probably been up late for days in a row. There are many people around you, all looking at the projects you have poured your blood into over the last few months, or years. Stress is a natural reaction. Breath, learn, share and LET GO! Knowing you have learned more than you thought you would and that if you are chosen to present your learning in the finals on the next day the stress will continue. For me day one was worse than day two, but both days were helped by my team of support. Throughout the process of championship support is important, but especially on the day of the championship. A small group of trusted friends who will understand when you freak out because you can't find where you put the whatchamacallit. Who will make you eat something even if you snap that you are not hungry. Who will help you LET IT GO! 

Day two you will have as audience a group of judges (who have been exactly where you are right now) and many others who are VERY INTERESTED IN WHAT YOU HAVE TO TEACH THEM. This is your job. They are not here to pick you apart or "judge" you. They are here to learn from you. Teach them. All of them. Include the audience as well as the judges. And if you possibly can, have some fun. 

Entering the Kingdom Arts & Sciences Championship

Maitre Guerin de Bourgogne

Third Kingdom A&S Champion

Congratulations! You've decided to enter the Kingdom Arts and Sciences Championship. This competition was one of the most challenging and rewarding events in my SCA career. I hope you will find it as rewarding.

The competition currently requires that you enter at least five projects (NOTE: now a minimum of four(4)) distributed throughout the arts and sciences. That makes the scope quite daunting, and makes it important to get the most possible out of your entries. There are a few things that you can do to make your entries work better. 

First is to remember that your entries don't stand in isolation. I'm not saying that you should unify all your entries into a single theme or object, but rather that you should consider the scope and breadth of your entries (and of your abilities) to generate entries that work together to demonstrate the breadth of your skills. 

Second is to remember that the ooh-ahh effect is very real. Although not the primary consideration in judging, having an entry with real punch will help considerably. You probably won't be able to make 5 projects that all have large ooh-ahh value, but make sure that the entry closest to your domain of specialization uses your skills to their fullest extent to create an entry that is spectacular. It's only fitting that your strongest skills generate your strongest entry. 

Your documentation is important too. There are a few things that you can do to make it easier on the judges. First off, remember that this documentation is for them. They will have less than 15 minutes or so to go over your documents. Although it is tempting to write everything you know, you have to be selective and make sure that the important points can be found quickly. Big headings are important. The hardest part of writing the documentation is to cut it down to a manageable size. Presentation counts too. Print is easier to read than handwriting. Section headings help to locate information quickly. I'd say that tables of contents are useful, but if your documentation is long enough to need one, then it's too long.

Your bibliographies are vitally important. They show what works you referred to, and give some insight into why you did things in certain ways. But again, you have to be selective. It's easy (though time-consuming) to generate a long bibliography of documents that are marginally related to your project. Again, you need to trim it. If you are citing three secondary sources that each cite the same primary source, use only one of them, or better yet, find the primary source and cite it. You might want to annotate your bibliography slightly to say what's useful about the source. 

Now for a few things that shouldn't have a big effect on your entries, but do. Portability is important. A project in front of the judge has much more impact than photographs of the object. If you can't bring the entry with you then you have to spend a lot more effort on its presentation. How you present the object has a huge impact. Present it confidently - you know more about the thing you made than any of the judges. The judges aren't going to ask you trick questions - if they ask they honestly want to know the answer. 

There is one aspect to this competition that is frequently neglected. You will need some sort of support - both physical and emotional - to get through this. You'll need this not only on the day of the competition, but also some time before, as your entries come together. It's difficult to go through so much work with little feedback. A pat on the back every once in a while goes a long way. 

On the day you will need someone to make sure you are getting fed and watered. If you make it to the finals it will be even more important. The time spent waiting for results can be excruciating. Make sure you have someone there who can make it easier on you.

Entering A&S Competitions: part one

RauþúlfR Meistari inn Orþstóri

Sixth Kingdom A&S Champion

Greetings from Rauthulfr;

I'm posting some of my thoughts and suggestions for entering competitions. At the very least I hope to raise some discussions about the topic. (After all, one champion's thoughts on this can hardly be the last word on how to do it!) 

Many of these suggestions will apply toward entering any A&S competition which requires multiple entries and interaction with judges:

* Always pick one entry which is pure joy and which you can fall back on when you are sick of working on the others.

* Test the entries. Have some of your SCA friends look them over and ask you whatever questions they can think of. If you are doing something new, then ask the advice of folks who have worked in that area before. Feel free to ask former champions as well, they may think of questions you had not considered needing to answer!

* Make sure that you have some folks to help you at the event. This can involve schlepping, and setup of entries as much as it will involve making sure that you eat and take time to breath.

*Your judges will only have about 10 minutes to look over your documentation. This means that the limitation of 5-7 pages is a practical one. (Yes, it is also a limitation which I have never been able to achieve but I have tried to relegate lengthy discussions and quotations from period sources to the appendix. But most folks are aware that I virtually overdocument everything, so I plead guilty to this one.)

*Be prepared to explain what you would have done differently, but do not volunteer dissatisfaction with an entry. Always answer questions truthfully when asked about an entry. If there is something which you expect to have to defend in detail, or which folks may think is inappropriate or presume is out of period, then add an appendix to your documentation and address that issue in detail there.

**I have been given a bad time because of such things as failing to indicate that I opted not to use ingredients which were in violation of the marine mammal protection act or the endangered species act.

*OK, sometimes despite the best efforts of those setting up a competition, the folks who end up judging may not be the best folks to judge that entry. Sometimes a judge will not show up and an alternative is found at the last minute. Other times there may be a judge who has very preconceived notions which may indeed be wrong. Unfortunately there is only one thing to do in this case: Live with it and do the best job you possibly can!

*One really important thing: look at what the other folks are doing. As the only person who has been in the finals for Kingdom A&S THREE times, I can say that I learned much more the two times I did not win! And most of what I learned came from watching what other folks did that I did not do as well, or that I had not even thought of doing.

*Which raises another point. An entrant in an A&S competition is not actually competing against their fellows. They are competing with them. The person I competed against was always me. There is no time to worry about whether your translation from Sanskrit of the entire Vedic corpus on hand made paper will compare favorably with the other person's hand carved Viking ship created entirely from virgin oaks grown specifically for the project. Besides, an entrant lacks the perspective to compare these things since he or she is too close to their own project!

**Do the very best you can ahead of time, and strive to make a good presentation of your work.

**Try to cover every base you can for your entries ahead of time, and consider the advice of others if you have any doubts in your interpretation while creating a project.

**Present what you have with confidence and with honesty. If you cannot do that with comfort, than I would strongly suggest putting off entering, or entering to see what it is all about.

* No aspect of an entry can be considered trivial.

**I have had judges get extremely excited about a minor aspect of an entry which I did as just a bit of extra flourish. 

**Remember that your display is not just to make the entry look pretty. The purpose of display is to place your entries in context. You will have about 20 minutes to present/defend your entry at Kingdom A&S, but the judges will probably have looked over your static display before that. If your display teaches them about what you are entering, then you are that much more ahead.

**Be very careful if you decide you have to cut any corners. A&S can come down to a case of which entrant cut the fewest corners. If you must substitute materials because of cost, or whatever: make a deliberate choice and be able to defend your choice.

*Plan on having a very long day. you may well present entries throughout the day so keeping your energy up is critical. I have burned myself out at Kingdom A&S, and all it did was detract from two years of work. That was a hard lesson to learn!!!

**Be sure to demonstrate both breadth and depth in your entries. Yeah, this is a rough one. If you have mastered the art of Irish peat digging, then be prepared for questions about how that differs from Scottish peat digging! Be prepared to answer how peat digging in 1503 differs from that in 1307. Particularly as a finalist you will find that the judges will look as your entry not only as a great example of peat digging, but will want to know how much you know about peat digging as a whole.

*The most important thing is to Learn From Your Mistakes. I have never seen an entry which could not have been done better. This is as true of every previous Kingdom A&S champion as it is true of me, and I am including the entries which made me the current champion.

*If you do not, then you are obligated to learn from that if you intend to enter again. Yes, it is possible to put together a very good entry and compete against someone whose work carries the day. And since it is a very good entry a person might enter again with the same thing in the hopes of different judges or of finding a field of other less skilled entrants. But, if a person does not learn, grow, and demonstrate that growth because of this process, then I would suggest they are entering for the wrong reasons. I learned vastly more at the competition by coming in second than I did by winning. And that was the key to finally putting together a successful group of entries! 

Well, there is a bit of redundancy in this, but I'm not entering these suggestions in a competition. There are no hard and fast rules here, and each person considering entering is encouraged to make of them what they will. If any of you good gentles have questions of me, I will do my best to answer them. 

Unto all who are considering at competing at An Tir's next Kingdom A&S I wish you good luck in your efforts. And for any who are considering entering any of the other competitions across the kingdom, I hope you will take the time to enjoy yourselves. Remember, we do this because we enjoy it!!

YIS

Rauthulfr

Entering A&S Competitions: part two

RauþúlfR Meistari inn Orþstóri

Greetings from Rauthulfr;

I'm going to address two points here: Documentation, and Presentation. In neither case can this be taken to be the last word, and philosophies other than mine can certainly be both valuable or correct!

Documentation

*The judges will only have 10 minutes or so to look over the documentation during your presentation. This means that the documentation should be clear and straight forward. However they may well look it over before you are actually judged.

It’s pretty straight forward. 5-7 pages with illustrations, and a bibliography.

If needed, an appendix can be added for detailed quotations or other supplemental material which you deem may be required or helpful.

It should explain what it is

It should show when and where it is from

It should show the period sources used

If changes were made from period, those changes should be explained (IE, I used this silk, because I could not afford gold brocade, or I used this cotton weave because I'm allergic to wool and this hangs the same way as the wool which would have been used.) 

Illustrations should be cut and pasted into the doc, and an explanation for the presence of the picture should be given. IE This picture shows....

If there are a bunch of examples /varieties of this type of item, how does this fit into the period examples?

THINGS to avoid:

*Fancy type faces which make the documentation look "more period" but which in practice make it harder to read 

*Photocopies with high-lighted sections . (It is better to make the copy and then cut and paste the passage into your notes so that you can provide context for the quote.

*Illustrations without captions

*Persona stories explaining the entry. (Persona can certainly explain certain design elements or choices of colors, but these need to be appropriate. An example of what does not work: being kidnapped by Gypsies and carried off to China where the persona found this nifty thingie-gizmo and upon returning to Elizabethan England where they incorporated it into the entry-thingie. (Don't laugh, we've seen it tried!) 

Presume the judges do not know anything about what you are entering, however be equally prepared for explicit and detailed questions. Generally on Saturday the judging tends to focus upon depth rather than breadth.

The other thing to consider is presentation, this is one of the ways to present the entry in depth. The display of the item should, of course look good, but it should also provide a context for the piece, or explain something about the piece.

*Illustrations and labels are good

*Quotations from period sources are good

*clutter is bad

The best presentation is one which teaches a person something about the entry

One of the other things presentation does is prove that the entry has been well thought out IE: If its a food item, is it being served in the way that it would have been in period?

If your display contains items which are not being judged "as-such," remember that they will still be considered as part of the presentation score.

An example would be: If you have an entry of herbal medicinals, are they containers in which they are displayed at least period-like.

So to sum up: Documentation should explain, prove, and teach 

Presentation should explain, provide context, and teach

YISR

RauþúlfR Meistari inn Orþstóri (OL, MC, P-eX, Et Cetera)

An Tir Arts & Sciences Champion AS: XXXIII-XXXIV

or, non-SCA: Michael Wolfe M. A. I. S. AB-

*Practice Random Acts of Chocolate.....
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