Basic Illumination Techniques

By Branwen of Werchesvorde OL

Introduction

We illuminate and calligraphy SCA Award Scrolls. The document scrolls from period actually had very little in the way of illumination, but we in the SCA love beautiful things and so we create the anachronism by introducing borders, initials and miniatures to Award Scrolls.


The people who receive these scrolls do so because they have worked hard and are being recognized in their field, be it service, martial arts or arts and sciences and we can do no less. The style of the scroll often reflects the recipient’s interests (if we can) and be sure the recipient will know a good style from a bad. Remember your scroll will end up on someone’s wall.


Some artists are calligraphers, some illuminators, some are designers, and some are a combination. As an illuminator you need to use the correct style for a design. If you find that you love illumination and wish to take it further you will find you will do so at the right time for you. We are dealing here with the basics. 

Basic supplies


Any good Illumination book will outline your needs; this is a basic list.

Pencil

soft 2B, a propelling pencil

Eraser

white plastic

Ruler

one with a metal edge also with metric and imperial divisions

Compass
coins, coffee mug something for drawing circles

Paper
various types, some for practice, some for your piece of work, vellum, and imitation vellum

Ink
Sumi is best, its none water proof, but is lightfast or fade resistant, gives a velvety black.   I t is made traditionally from carbon soot and aged, the older the better, comes in liquid form and sticks. Ink for drafting pens are designed for drafting pens and thus are waterproof and will clog dip pens and the like if not treated as such.

Whiteout
Dr Martin’s Bleed-proof white is a savior. No you do not use it as a paint to cover mistakes. It is used for fine detail white work. Slightly thinned it works like white ink in a dip pen. It doesn’t soak up the underlying colours thus keeping the white bright and crisp. Blending is possible.

Brushes
Small is good. Buy watercolour brushes. The more 0’s the better 4’s and 3’s.  0’s and 1’s should be used for mixing. Real bristles or synthetic are your choice. These days there isn’t much difference, all depends on use. Cotton buds or the end of your brush should be used for mixing. Try to avoid using your good brushes for mixing. It is the quickest way to ruin a brush and after all they cost.

Water pots
2 at least, non spillable like yogurt containers are great and free. One is used for washing and the other for clean water to add to paint, must be changed often.

Water
Distilled, filtered but not regular tap water, which often contains high concentrations of mineral salts some of which are acidic.

Palette

white with multiple depressions and a lid if possible.

Folders

Something in which to carry and protect projects, another folder for display (bragging)

Wipes

Paper towel for cleaning up spills, brushes etc

Library
The local govt ones, make friends with your inter-loan librarian, other peoples, build up your own. Down load from web sites, a lot of museum’s have examples, check out second hand book shops and not least your local merchants at large events.

Paint
expertise than I can give. Find a period pigmentist they will generally be delighted to show you the value of their craft. Gouache is an opaque watercolour therefore it stands to reason that watercolours are transparent. There is a need for watercolours to achieve certain effects, but you can make watercolours from gouache. Gouache is the closest mundane commercially produced equivalent that is available to us. Pigment paints are available but they fall under a different realm of
Colours to start with.


Cadmium Red (pale)

a real metal salt pigment, toxic, colourfast A


Cadmium Yellow (pale)

ditto


Ultramarine Blue

lightfast A, a middle brilliant blue


Lamp Black

carbon based, lightfast AA


Permanent or Zinc white

a metal salt, lightfast A


Add later


Purple Lake

a metal pigment, lightfast B


Sap or Windsor Green

lightfast B


Burnt umber

lightfast B


Ochre 


a brown yellow, lightfast B


Gold (pale)

lightfast A


Silver


lightfast A


Add even later all the fancy ones you saw others using.


Brands I would recommend are Windsor and Newton Designer Gouache (W&N), Daler/Rowney, Reeves (a W&N brand but cheaper version) and then all the others.


Go to an art shop and invest a little time, read the brochures, talk to the sales people, go on line to the manufacturers. Cost is a very important factor. Cadmium Red W&N designer series 4 costs around $10-12 per tube. Reeves set of 12 tubes can cost as low as $6 for the lot on sale. With the more expensive brands, you get better coverage, they last longer and the light fastness or permanence is important.  I’ve had some original tubes for 8 years and there is ½ a tube left .The light fastness or permanence is also important. W&N designer’s Gouache will apparently last more than 400 years. (Although I have yet put it to the test!)


Again this is up to you, as you know your situation. Cadmium based colours are the most expensive as they are real pigments.

Colour Theory


You know this; you have been learning this from Kindergarten.


Primary Colours




Red




Blue




Yellow


Secondary Colours




Purple




Orange




Green


Tertiary Colours




Muddy browns made from secondary colours


Black and white are not colours, they are dark and light


Opposite Colours




Red to green




Yellow to purple




Blue to orange


Are called complimentary colours.

When we colour we either keep the 2 dimensional effect of paper with one opaque matt of paint, no shading, blending, or any variance. When we desire to create 3 dimensional images on a 2 dimensional surface we cause variance that will interact with our eyes and minds to give a 3D effect.

To give depth and dimension to an object we shade in light and dark. Adding black to darken a colour will often result in a colour loosing it’s hue or brilliance and sometimes a different colour is created altogether, such as black added to yellow will give green or brown depending on the black being a blue base or a red base.

This is where complimentary colours come in for example if we add a dab of purple to yellow we get dark yellow.

Thus your first exercise for your own benefit, make a colour chart or wheel.  (See appendix 1.)

Techniques

Mixing Paint 

Gouache is an opaque paint. Watercolours are transparent. You can dilute gouache to make watercolours.


Gouache should have a consistency of thick runny cream, well mixed so the pigments are suspended in the medium evenly. The medium is usually gum Arabic with water. As the water evaporates (dries) on the paper it leaves behind a film of pigment. If this film is streaky it has been unevenly applied thus the pigment spread is thinner and thicker in places. Large areas require marginally thinner paint i.e. more watery than smaller areas.

Application of paint 

Basic as it is, filling in space so as to have an even spread, is not taught.  With a large area start in one corner with a fully loaded brush, take strokes out and then along the wet line, careful not to over extend the paint. If you over extend the brush will make dry brush strokes. You should not be actually touching the surface of your paper, just pulling the surface tension of the paint over it. Load your brush constantly and work quickly.

 With smaller areas the trick is to stop the paint from over flowing into other areas. Load less paint to the brush; go around the area like a border, dob paint in the center and pull paint out to the painted edge. (Appendix 2)

 It is important to remember that in most styles of borders the paint is flat using the shading technique. The other techniques are used in the miniatures within letters and ‘cameo scenes’ within the border.

Shading


Shade is made by the absence of light  (See Practice example in Appendix 3)

1. On your example sheet draw a sun or light source in pencil; top right corner is good. The furthest point of an object will be its darkest the closest the lightest. Remembering where your light comes from will keep your overall light consistent.

2. Paint your example, in this case a heraldic griffin in your base mid colour say yellow.

3. In your paint tray put your base colour in three depressions, add a dab of purple to one, mix add dab of white to another. You should have a mid, a dark and a light tint.

Note always add dark to light paint, a little at a time, mix thoroughly till you get the tint you want.

4. Paint the dark yellow to the outer edge away from your light source, also the inner line details like chins, eyebrows, leg creases etc. Thicker strokes where it is darker thinner stokes where it is lighter.

5. Put in your light yellow on the edge closest to your light source. Again where there is more light: apply thicker strokes and darker, thinner strokes.

Note the more shades you create between light and dark the greater the depth perception.

Now there are always exceptions to the general rules.

Red when made lighter with white will go pink not light red. Use another red, an orange red will make your base red look darker a blue red will make your base red look lighter. The closer they are together the easier it is to fool the eye into blending it and ignoring the orangey or bluey tint.

Flesh tones can be brought in a tube but it is easy to make your own with practice.

Method 1.



Pink (White and red) with a dab each of blue, yellow and burnt umber (a brown made with green and orange)

Method 2.



Orange (red and yellow) with a dab of burnt umber. To make it lighter add white, to make it darker more burnt umber.

Blending

Some shading techniques need a softer look and thus the colour changes appear more subtle or blended.


Blending techniques are used extensively in other mediums such as frescoes, oil painting and watercolouring. All use the brush to blend still wet paint on the painting surface not on the palette.

As with all these methods, practice is very important. Paint your colours on, leaving a little space between colours, with a clean brush add some water, layer a film of water over the edges gently and without working it too much, allow the paints to mix in the water. The addition of water will resuspend the pigments and the water surface tension will redistribute it with only a little agitation of the brush.  (Appendix 4)

Note.  Don’t add too much water, don’t overwork it, paper is unforgiving as it will swell, buckle and stretch. 

Lifting 

Lifting refers to the removal of most of the paint but leaving a wash behind. The paper comes through to give a depth to an object.

Using a clean brush, squeeze out excess water with your fingers; use the brush to lift off paint in the area you wish. Clean the brush, squeeze out the water for each stroke. Reusing the brush without washing will replace what you just took off. It can be tedious but the results are often well worth the effort. Keep going until you have the desired effect. (Appendix 5)

Layering

Layering is used in both gouache and watercolour methods. To give an inner depth to a colour this is achieved through layering of thin washes over other thin layers.

The paint is made very thin; the wash is applied to the area and allowed to dry. The next wash can be of the same colour or a different tone and even a different tint. The number of layers depends on the effect you wish to achieve. Each layer must be allowed to dry, otherwise blending will occur. (Appendix 6)

The practical explanation is that the pigments are layered sparsely and on different levels more light is able to enter and thus give the object a greater sense of depth.

Detail

There are many types of detail which often date a style in a period even to the extent of determining which Scribal School it came from For example some early Celtic styles use a lot of red dots. Late Italian renaissance used three white dots in a triangle in the background. Acanthus leaves are depicted throughout the ages but are treated differently with dots, lines, blending, highlighting etc and often relates to their origin.

These fine details can be achieved using a very fine brush or a dip pen-drawing nib using white gouache or Dr Martin’s bleed-proof white. The consistency should be that of ink for the pen and little thicker for the brush. Don’t be frightened to use a rule, preferably one with a metal edge, turn it upside down so the painting edge will not let paint spread under the rule. Clean brushes, pens and rule often. (Appendix 7)

White work 

Is a term I use for the details that are white for example in diapering of backgrounds: lines and dots on leaves and vines. These types of details often define the style and set the period of an illumination. This is not to be confused with Italian white vine work of the Renaissance. That is a style on its own, which has very definite ‘white work’ details.   (See Appendix 8)

Outlining

Finishing a piece is to re-ink the entire design either in black ink or various colours that fit the style. In almost every example you will find outlines, some miniature paintings being the exceptions. Lines are usually painted with a very fine brush or pen nib or drafting pen, as long as you clean all tools constantly. Outlining gives crispness; tidies the edges and defines details. (See Appendix 9) It can really make the scroll jump off the page.

Summary

There are many other techniques and rules but they will only come with your own experience. Trial and error are worthwhile teachers and maybe you will discover something that you can share with others. Remember always to read about your sources of inspiration; just don’t look at the pretty pictures. Go and see real primary sources in Museums such as The Met, Paul Getty and the Piedmont etc. They are well worth the time.

Check the sizing of the source material, suprizingly they were smaller than you realize. Large scrolls look great in court but when the recipient gets it home they have to frame and find space to hang it. Making a scroll close to or double the original size is far closer to the original inspiration and can be termed a true miniature.

Finally, don’t forget to sign it. If you do the whole scroll i.e. design, calligraphy, illumination, sign on the front inconspicuously, if the scroll is a combination of artists, sign only the back. Give your mundane name as well as your SCA name and Barony. Sometimes recipients will want to thank you.

Must remember list from Owen Jones  (A useful list but use your own judgment)
Primary colours work best in small amounts/areas, balanced by secondary and tertiary colours in larger amounts/areas.

Blue retires, a yellow advances, red is intermediate.

When two tones of the same colour are used together, lighter will appear lighter, darker will appear darker.

Colours on white grounds will appear darker and vice-versa for dark grounds.

When coloured objects are used on a contrasting ground they should be set apart by an edging of a lighter shade of the colour used. E.g. Red flowers on a green ground should be outlined in a lighter shade of red.

Colours on a gold ground should be edged with a darker colour.

Metallic objects on a coloured ground should be outlined in black.

Colours on any colour ground can be edged in black, white or gold.

Work from the least used colour to the most and finish all work in that colour before going onto the next.

When lightening a colour use white, except green, use yellow.

Gold leaf goes on first.

Gold or silver paint when ever but wash water pots and brushed thoroughly so no metal pigments taint other colours.

All the above is subject to exceptions and depends on your source of inspiration.
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