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“ For it is a comoun sawe, and soth it is, Worde and wynde and mannes mynde is ful schort, but letter writen dwellith.”    

-- The Holy Bible…by John Wycliff and his Followers, c. 13951 
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 Okay, you’ve decided to try your hand, pardon the pun, at illumination.  Well, below I’ve 
reviewed some essential basics.  I hope this information helps you feel more comfortable with 
your endeavors. 
 
 This handout will focus on the use of paint to illuminate or color a scroll.  Therefore, if 
you have an interest in gilding (the process of applying precious-metal leaf to a scroll) con, er… 
I mean, convince me to put together a class on gilding.  Alternatively, speak with any of the 
other scribes that work within the SCA and encourage them to teach such a class. 
 
 Members of the SCA use a variety of means to color scrolls and other documents.  I have 
seen colored pencils, colored pens, crayons, markers, colored inks, and paints used on scrolls.  
Hopefully, all of us strive to use paints (the more period, with deference to our budgets, the 
better).   
 
 There are multiple forms of paints for use on scrolls.  Three of the most commonly 
utilized forms in the SCA that I have seen are cakes, tubed gouache, and powdered pigments.  
Each of these has certain advantages preferred by various illuminators.  Cakes, for the most part, 
are easily reused and easily transported in small multi-celled containers.  Gouache often provides 
a more opaque layer of color and is easily mixed (and combined) from tubes that maintain the 
consistency of the color.  Powdered pigments, often, are more period and provide some of the 
most vibrant color due to the compounds used in the recipes to mix the paint.  Each of these also 
has distinct disadvantages.  Cakes, in my experience, can easily be mixed too thin and produce a 
“wash”  as opposed to a covering color.  Gouaches, depending on the particular color, dry in the 
mixing trays to a point that when you attempt to re-use leftover paints a completely different 
vibrancy are produced.  Most of the powdered pigments are based on actual period paints and 
utilize egg yolk (have you ever tried to get egg yolk off of something after it dries?) so the re-use 
of left over pigment is difficult (therefore, as you often need to mix fresh pain, the expense can 
often be greater in consideration of the overall use).  Plus, often, powdered pigments contain 
toxic compounds! 
 

My suggestion is to try a few of each type at first and decide which you prefer.  
Alternatively, if you are recreating a historic piece, research the type of paint used specifically 
during a period or for the piece you are recreating.  Then, and first, try your hand at the specific 
type of painting technique that you have discovered in your research. 
 

Regardless of the type of paint you use, remember to follow these steps: 
1. Calligraphy your own piece or obtain a calligraphy piece. 
2. Draw or sketch the illumination you intend to complete to augment the work. 
3. Complete any gilding work. 
4. Paint the remaining portions of the piece starting with lighter tones and washes, 

proceeding to darker tones, and finishing with highlights and white-work. 
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5. Do not forget to pencil your name and research references on the back of the piece or 
on a separate card for the recipient.  This helps the recipient appreciate your efforts 
even more. 
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 This list is far less extensive than the list for calligraphers.  Mainly, because as an 
illuminator you may be “stuck”  with whatever material (paper, parchment, or whatever) the 
calligrapher utilized as a base for the project. 
 
 Hopefully, the calligrapher has contacted you, or has worked with you, in other instances.  
In addition, hopefully he or she has left sufficient space for your illumination!  My best advice is 
to work with the calligrapher from the start of the entire project.  Or, better yet, learn calligraphy 
and fully fabricate the project yourself (this definitely eliminates the “middleman”).   
 
 If you do initiate the piece yourself, or when you speak with the calligrapher, make sure 
you lay out the piece in such a manner that it accommodates a mat area and all of the area you 
will need for your illumination.  Some over ly simple examples are shown below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A -----------
--------------
------------- 
G -----------
--------------
--------------
------------- 

A --
-----
-----
-----
-----
-----
-----
-----
--- 

-----
-----
-----
----- 
G --
-----
-----
-----
--- 

A ---
------
------
------
------

G -
----
----
----
----
----
----
----
----

 

G --------------------
-----------------------
-----------------------
----------------------- 

R -----------
--------------
--------------
--------------
--------------
--------------
-------------- 

R -----------
--------------
--------------
-------------- 
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 Obviously, these are overly simplified computer-word-processor generated examples.  
But, they serve the purpose of noting that scrolls can take many different shapes and styles.  The 
best frame of reference for you is the information you gain by researching and viewing period 
manuscripts and by reviewing any Scribal Handbook published by your Kingdom. 
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Most of the following information is taken from Michelle Brown’s book Understanding 
Illuminated Manuscripts, A Guide to Technical Terms (The J. Paul Getty Museum, 1995) and 
augmented by my own commentary. 
 
Acanthus:  A foliate motif often used in medieval illumination that was derived from the 
depiction of the acanthus plant.  Acanthus ornament was particularly favored by the 
Carolingians. 
 
Allegory:  A symbolic depiction of an idea.  Symbolism was a major means of communication in 
medieval period.  Only the rich and privileged were educated.  Most of the lessons taught by the 
Church were conveyed using symbols and allegorical images.  There are a variety of books 
available that list many of the various symbols used in hagiography, iconography, and allegorical 
motifs. 
 
 Anthropomorphic initial:  An initial letter composed wholly or partly of human figures. 

 
Bas-De-Page:  Literally “bottom of the page” .  These 
were scenes or unframed images that were painted near 
the bottom of the page of a manuscript below the 
calligraphy.  The images may or may not have been 
related to the context of the manuscript. 
 
Binding medium:  An ingredient of paint or ink that binds 
the pigment and makes it adhere to the surface to be 
embellished.  Clarified egg white (glair, clarea) was the 
principal binding medium used in manuscript 
illumination. 
 
Burnishing:  Enhancing the smoothness and shininess of 
a surface such as metallic pigment by polishing with a 
burnisher – a smooth, hard stone (such as agate), metal, 
or bone set into a handle. 
 
Drollery:  An amusing figure, often a grotesque (a hybrid and comic figure often combining 
elements from various human and animal forms) character appearing throughout most of the 
time periods encompassed by the SCA. 
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Gesso:  A thick, water-base paint commonly formed of plaster, chalk, or gypsum bound together 
with a glue.  Gesso is used in manuscript illumination as a ground for some gilding processes.  
Other recipes included the incorporation of slacked lime and white lead. 
 
Grisaille:  Monochrome (one color) painting, generally employing shades of gray (the term 
derives from gris, the French word for “gray”), executed in a black pigment and an inert white 
pigment.  It first appeared in the late 13th Century. 
 
Illusionistic:  Painting that successfully creates the impression of three-dimensional space on a 
two-dimensional surface.   
 
Putto:  A nude infant, usually depicted with wings, popular in Renaissance art. 
 
Rinceaux:  A form of ornament commonly used in borders during the 14th and 15th Centuries 
consisting of a pattern of fine foliate branches. 
 
Run-over symbol:  A decorative device (abstract, foliate, zoomorphic, or anthropomorphic) 
which indicates that the text of a line has been carried over to occupy the remainder of the line 
above or  below, a space that otherwise would have been left blank.  Run-over symbols serve 
both decorative and space-saving functions, especially in verse forms such as the Psalms. 
 
Sgraffito:  Writing produced by scratching through a top layer of paint to reveal the underlying 
pigment or writing surface. 
 
Trompe L’oeil:  A French expression meaning “deceives the eye” , trompe l’oeil describes 
painting in which things are made to appear to be resting on or projecting from the surface of the 
picture. 
 
White vine-stem:  Italian humanists developed a characteristic white vine-stem border in the 15th 
century.  They were conscious emulations of what were thought to be antique manuscripts but 
were in fact Italian manuscripts of the 12th Century.  The white vine was generally left as blank 
parchment. 
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1 Whiting, Bartlett Jere.  Proverbs, Sentences, and Proverbial Phrases – from English Writings Mainly Before 1500.  
Cambridge, Mass., 1968; as taken from: Drogin, Marc.  Medieval Calligraphy Its History and Technique.  Dover 
Books.  1980. 
2 Brown, Michelle.  Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts, A Guide to Technical Terms.  The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 1995. 

 


