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What is Illumination? 

The term comes from the Latin word for ‘enlightened’ or ‘lit up’.  This is referring to the use of 

gold and brightly colored paint on manuscripts.  Manuscripts are handmade books or 

documents, typically made on parchment, before the invention of printing.  The process of 

creating them could take months or years.  Illumination, or the painting and gilding of letters, 

decorative borders and scenes, added to the value of these manuscripts.  In the SCA we use 

manuscripts from 500 to 1600AD roughly.  We use these as examples, or exemplars, to copy 

from or model our scrolls off of. 

 

 

Starter Materials: 

1) Paint: Gouache 

Start with an inexpensive set from Michael’s (Artist Loft) for practice.  Basic colors 

needed: red, blue, yellow, green, black and white. Once you’re comfortable using this 

and ready to make scrolls you can upgrade to Windsor & Newton or Holbein.   

 

2) Paper: Heavy Weight 98lb+ 

Strathmore Bristol Smooth is the most user friendly, no smaller than 9x12.  You can also 

practice on regular cardstock.   

 

3) Metals: Gold Paint 

Start with Windsor & Newton gold gouache.  You can also get silver. 

 

4) Brushes: Variety of Small Brushes 

You can use any brand that you like.  Pointed round brushes 3/0 and smaller and small 

liners 18/0 and 20/0 for fine details are used. 

 

5) Pens/Ink: Mircron  

Micron pens are great for outlining and small details.  

 

6) Misc Supplies: 

Pencils, eraser, ruler, paint palette, water cups, paper towels 

These are the basic starter materials.  As your skills grow you will branch into other materials 

(and ones more expensive). 
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Process:  

1) Design: 

For practice find some simple designs on Pinterest to copy from. 

When making a scroll to give out you will need to research.  This takes into account the 

person who will be receiving your scroll; their persona, their likes and the reason for the 

scroll.  Then you will research period exemplars to model off of or copy.  There are 

many resources for this, just make sure that the design that you choose is within period.  

 

2) Layout: 

It is very important that you leave at least 1”- 1 ½” borders around your design.  You 

can then do a decorative border or an illuminated letter in the corner.  Make sure to 

leave room for signatures below the calligraphy.  Also, for most scrolls you will need to 

add the badge for the award being received or a shield for the recipient’s heraldry.  

 

These are 2 examples of layouts that you may use. 

  
 

 

3) Sketch/Outline: 

Once you have your design picked out you can print/photocopy it to be the size you 

want to copy from.  Tracing is period!  Feel free to get a light box and trace your design 

from the original by taping it to the back of your paper.  I suggest doing this in pencil.  

You can go over the sketch in ink (micron pen) to use as your outline before beginning 

to paint but do not have to.  Erase pencil marks before painting. 

 

4) Paint: 

If you have gold or silver elements in your scroll start with those.  Then move to red, 

blue, black, green and yellow.  White is last. 

 

Start by putting a small amount of paint on to your palette.  Thin with water, drop by 

drop, until it is the consistency of heavy cream, do not use the paint straight out of the 

tube.  Test the consistency on a piece of scrap paper.   
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Use the largest brush that comfortably fits within the area you are painting.  I tend to go 

smaller on the brush to make sure I stay within my lines.  However, if you are filling a 

larger area it is best to use a larger brush to keep the paint even.   

 

When painting start with the objects in the back and then move forward.   

 

Gouache often needs to be layered.  Make sure the layer below is completely dry before 

putting anything on top of it.   

 

Once you have your base down you can do shading and highlighting to add dimension.  

You may also want to do blending of colors for more realistic objects such as people and 

flowers.  White work, applying small white details with a liner brush, would be next. 

 

5) Outline: 

On most scrolls you will want to put a thin outline after you have finished painting.  

This is simply refreshing the outline you already made before painting and going over 

places where the paint over lapped it.  I suggest using the micron pen for this.   

 

Some Helpful Links: 

Supplies: 

1) Gouache: https://www.michaels.com/artists-loft-fundamentals-gouache-paint-12-

count/10184746.html#start=1  

2) Gold Gouache: http://www.winsornewton.com/na/shop/water-colour/designers-

gouache  

3) Paper: https://www.michaels.com/strathmore-300-series-bristol-smooth-

pad/M10063422.html?dwvar_M10063422_size=11%22%20x%2014%22&dwvar_M100634

22_color=White#q=strathmore%20yellow%20pads&start=7 

4) Micron Pens: https://www.michaels.com/pigma-micron-assorted-fine-tip-black-pens-

3pk/10514199.html#q=micron&pmpt=qualifying&sz=24&start=25 

5) Misc: www.dickblick.com  

 

Manuscripts to Use: 

1) http://www.digital-scriptorium.org 

2) http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/ 

3) http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/digitalscriptorium/ 

4) http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/search/?query=illuminated+manuscripts 
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Examples of Period Manuscripts: 
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Examples of SCA Scrolls: 

   
Scrolls by Ro Honig Von Summerfeldt 

    
Scrolls by Onora ingheann Ui Rauirc 

   
Scrolls by Lily Morgaine of The East 


