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Introduction 

This is a Psalter that currently resides in the Alexander Turnbull Library in Wellington, New 

Zealand (see figure 1).  A Psalter contains Psalms from the Old Testament of the Bible.  They 

were used as religious tools primarily by monks and clerics of the church originally.  They were 

in integral part of Christianity.  Psalters were usually kept on altars and used during liturgy as 

well as during private devotion.   

 

This Psalter is from the first quarter of the 15th century and was copied in England.  It is the 7th 

page in a 201 page bound Psalter.  This page is titled Decorated initial “B”, and border (Beatus 

vir).  It features an Illuminated “B” and floral border. 

 

Materials & Methods 

Period Material My Materials 

Vellum 

Burnished Gold 

Period Pigments bound with egg or gum 

arabic 

Bristol Paper 

Gold Leaf 

Gouache Paint 

Micron Pen 

 

Scribes of this time period would have used parchment or vellum, made from very thinly 

stretched animal skin.  I used Strathmore Bristol paper due to budget constraints.  They would 

have used a variety of pigments made from plants, minerals and insects with a binder such as egg 

white or gum arabic.  I inquired with the Library that has this particular manuscript as to the 

pigments, however they stated that an analysis had not been done on the piece.  The description 

of the piece states that some of the colors used were pink, blue, orange, white and green.  I used 

gouache paint as many period pigments are toxic and cost prohibitive for me at this time.   

 

Conclusion 

This piece was a challenge and pushed me to try techniques that I have not done before.  This is 

the 4th piece that I have illuminated and my 1st attempt at gold leaf.  What seemed simple at first 

glance was much more complex than I realized.   

 

The biggest surprise in this piece for me was realizing on close inspection that what looked like 

white work was actually highlights in various colors.  For example, the maroon colored leaves 

are highlighted in a yellow/yellow ochre.  (see figure 2) 

 

The aging on this manuscript was also a challenge.  It was hard to distinguish, especially on the 

“B”, what was intentional painting and what was age.  Upon consulting with a few Laurel’s I 

made the design as close to what the original might have been.  (see figure 3) 

 

I feel that this piece has greatly helped me grow in knowledge and skill.  I look forward to 

researching this period more and attempting more pieces in this style.   
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Appendix 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

My finished piece 

 


