
Calligraphy of a Hand-bound Booklet based on a 15th-century Fingerloop Braiding Treatise, page 1 

Calligraphy of a Hand-bound Booklet based on a 
15th-century Finger loop Braiding Treatise 

 
Festival of the Passing of the Ice Dragon 

March 17, AS XLI (2007) 
Barony of the Rydderich Hael 

 
 
 

Descr iption 
 
This is an SCA award scroll in the form of a hand-bound booklet of eight folios based on a fingerloop 
braiding treatise in an English household manual dated to the early- to mid-fifteenth century. The scroll 
includes over nine full pages of Middle English text written in the simple textura of the exemplar, executed 
to the original scale. It includes special characters, abbreviations and suspensions as found it the original 
manuscript. 
 
The Exemplar  
 
The inspiration for my booklet, British Library MS Harley 2320, is a household manual, a type of domestic 
compendium containing articles on a variety of matters necessary for the running of an estate or manor. 
Such manuals touch on a surprisingly wide array of subjects, including paint and ink recipes, hawking, 
catechism, fishing, mathematics, medications and the making of “ laces.”  1 Not to be confused with bobbin 
lace, the laces spoken of here are braided cords made by manipulating loops of string on the fingers of both 
hands. Although numerous household manuals survive, only two of those from the 15th century are known 
to contain fingerloop braiding instructions: the Harley manuscript, and the “Tollemache Book of Secrets” , 
which is still privately owned by the current Lord Tollemache in Suffolk, England.  
 
I arranged for the purchase of a high-resolution digital image of folio 52r directly from the British Library. 
It is on this page that the fingerloop braiding treatise begins, preceded by a miniature painting and opening 
initial. The digital image, which included a centimeter ruling laid to the side of the page, enabled me to 
calculate measurements for the page-, ruling- and nib-sizes directly from the exemplar. 
 
Finger loop Braiding Instructions: Who were they for? 
 
The appearance of braid instructions in such household manuals suggests that some braids were produced 
domestically, although braids were undoubtedly also purchased from professional braiders. Silk workers 
were well established in London and other major European cities, as evidenced by surviving accounts of 
the Royal wardrobe and apprenticeship indentures. If professional silk workers kept written evidence of 
their patterns, none is known to have survived. Both the Tollemache and the Harley manuscripts are written 
for non-professional household use. 2 
 
Harley MS 2023 is unusual for a household manual in that it seems to be a presentation copy rather than an 
everyday working copy. Written on uniformly ruled parchment3 in a simple textura hand4, it includes fairly 
simple flourished initials, and the braiding treatise begins with a six-line high miniature with initial.5 The 
presence of catchwords suggests it was professionally bound.6 Lastly, the presence of numerous mistakes in 
the instructions, and the absence of marginal corrections suggest that the manuscript was commissioned for 

                                                 
1 Griffiths, p. 11. 
2 Benns and Barrett, p. 25. 
3 Ibid. p. 11 
4 Ibid, p. 4 
5 Ibid, p. 15 
6 Ibid, p. 16. 



Calligraphy of a Hand-bound Booklet based on a 15th-century Fingerloop Braiding Treatise, page 2 

a lady of leisure who may never have actually used the treatise.7 The Tollemache manuscript, by 
comparison, is written in a less formal hand on un-ruled paper and contains no decorative illustration.8 
 
Mater ials for  my piece 
 
I sought to give my book the look of the original, but I did refrain from using entirely period materials. 
Most notably, I used pergamenata paper instead of parchment, and I used Winsor-Newton gouache paint 
for the initials, flourishes and illumination. 
 
Ground: Although Harley MS 2320 is written on parchment, other household manuals of the time, 
including the Tollemache manuscript, were written on paper.9 I chose to use pergamenata paper, a 100% 
cellulose paper made in Italy. It has the appearance of parchment, but is much less costly. 
 
Rulings: By the fifteenth century, it had become the practice to use silverpoint to rule pages, although ink 
ruling had begun to appear.10 A high-resolution image of folio 52r reveals that the ruling in Harley 2320 
was probably silverpoint, which leaves a brownish marking resembling pencil. Because silverpoint requires 
a special treatment of the ground, it works well on parchment, but leaves a lighter mark on untreated paper. 
To mimic the silverpoint, I used a sepia toned colored pencil. The text block was ruled to the same scale as 
the original. The margins are set close to those on folio 52r.  
 
Ink: By good fortune, I had been gifted with a sample of oak gall ink made by THLady Hrefna in heppna 
Thorgrimsd¢ttir using a sixteenth-century recipe from John de Beauchesne’s A Booke containing divers 
sortes of hands. I did find that the ink did not set up as darkly on the pergamenata as it did on regular 
modern scrap paper. I think the sizing on the surface of the pergamenata reduces the “ tooth”  of the paper 
enough to slightly inhibit the caustic reaction of the ink with the paper. 
 
Pen: I used a purchased prepared goose quill that I re-cut to 1mm width, based on calculations of the nib 
width in my exemplar. Because of the large amount of text, the quill required repeated re-cutting 
throughout the course of the lettering. 
 
 
Procedures 
 
The text 
 
The first order of business was to finalize the wording of the scroll. The text is based on the fingerloop 
treatise in British Library Harley MS 2320, written in Middle English, and dated on linguistic evidence to 
the early 15th century.11 My source for that text was an article by E. G. Stanley in which the entire 
fingerloop braiding treatise is transcribed into modern typeface. Stanley’s text expands abbreviations in 
italics, inserts scribal suspensions in parentheses, and sets all superscripted letters in superscript font.12 
Thus, I was able to include abbreviations, suspensions and superscript characters from the original in my 
scroll wording. 
 
The Book Hand: a simple textura 
 
With my scroll wording finalized, with abbreviations, suspensions and superscripted characters all mapped 
out, the next step was to choose a book hand. Fortunately, I had already set about acquiring the digital 
image of folio 52r from the British Library. Although my primarily goal had been to have a color image of 

                                                 
7 Benns and Barrett, p. 26 
8 Griffiths, pp. 281-283. 
9 Ibid, p. 281 
10 Benns and Barrett, p. 4 
11 Stanley, p. 90. 
12 Ibid, p. 95. 
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the opening initial, another benefit was that I could base my calligraphy directly on a sample of the original 
scribe’s hand. 
 
The hand is, overall, a simple textura, a formal book hand, which by the early fifteenth century had lost the 
diamond-shaped serifs of earlier versions.13 Folio 52r contains only the first 20 words of the braiding 
treatise, which begins on the 12th line of the text block and continues on until folio 70v. The upper portion 
of folio 52r, however, contains the last 11 lines of a poem, written in a slightly less condensed version of 
the same hand, probably by the same scribe. The condensing of the fingerloop braid section on that folio is 
most likely a result of the cramped space left next to the opening initial. With only half the width of the text 
block available, the scribe seems to have had greater difficulty dealing with the right margin ruling then in 
the full width lines of the preceding poem. 
 
Special characters 
 
The hand includes the special Middle English letters thorn (þ), which was replaced in modern English with 
th, and yogh (� ), which was replaced most often in modern English with gh, as in the word right. Yogh also 
appears in words in place of the letter g, as in the word a�en (again), and instead of y, as in the word �ow 
(you).14 In addition to numerous examples of thorn and yogh, Folio 52r preserves examples of 
superscripted letters, and three types of abbreviation marks. A diamond-shaped dot with a curved tail stands 
for an omitted vowel-r combination, usually er, but occasionally ur. The form foreshadows our modern 
apostrophe. Both a straight and a curved tilde are used to stand for a missing n, or sometimes a missing m. I 
chose to use only the straight tilde, as I prefer how it looks on the page. 
 

     

þe
 

(the) 
 

a thorn with a 
 superscript e 

ry���� t 
(right) 

 
a yogh 

Oþer 
(Other) 

 
an apostrophe over 

the thorn represents an 
omitted er 

understond 
(understand) 

 
a straight tilde over the o 
represents an omitted n 

manner  
(manner) 

 
a curved tilde over the n 
representing a second n 

Figure 1: selected scribal abbreviations from Harley MS 2320, folio 52r 
 
Rulings 
 
As discussed under materials, the ruling lines in the Harley manuscript were mostly made with silverpoint, 
which appears as a light brownish mark in the digital image of folio 52r. Because silverpoint requires 
special treatment of the ground to be used effectively, it is well suited to parchment, but is less effective on 
paper.15 Pergamenata, especially, has a smooth surface of sizing that would prevent silverpoint from 
making a good mark. Instead, I used a brownish colored pencil to lightly mark the text block grid. I 
extended the uppermost and lowest horizontal lines and the left and right vertical margin lines to the edges 
of the page, as they were in the original manuscript. The resulting text block measures 3 inches wide and 
4.25 inches high. It is divided evenly into 17 lines. These measurements were taken directly from the 
digital image, which includes a centimeter ruling laid to the side of the folio. 
 
Unlike earlier book hands, which were written directly atop a dry point baseline (with or without a minim 
line), textura writing floats between ruling lines. In the past, I had always penciled a base line and minim 
line when writing in textura, but I decided to try and write directly into the ruling space in the way the 

                                                 
13 Benns and Barrett, p. 4. 
14 Ibid, p. 5 
15 Ibid, p. 4. 
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scribe of Harley 2320 would have done. Although a little unnerved at first, I quickly grew comfortable with 
writing into a space, rather than onto a line. 
 
Quill and Ink 
 
Because I had oak gall ink ready to hand, I decided to use it along with a quill. I tested (on scraps of 
pergamenata) several samples of oak gall ink made by Hrefna in heppna Thorgrimsd¢ttir along with 
commercially made oak gall ink that I had purchased.  I chose an ink made from a 16th century recipe from 
John de Beauchesne’s A Booke containing divers sortes of hands. This sample had a good flow off the 
quill, and quickly darkened to the deepest black of any of the oak gall inks I tried. 
 
For the quill, I used a purchased prepared quill that I re-cut to size. Using the digital image of folio 52r and 
the measuring tools in Adobe Photoshop, I measured sample pen strokes and calculated a nib width of 
almost exactly 1mm. 
 
Problems encountered 
 
The scribing went quite well. There are a few instances where I neglected to superscript a letter and wrote it 
after the preceding character, rather than above it. In one place, I wrote th instead of a thorn. Interestingly, 
both of these variances occur at least once in the Harley text. If they are mistakes, they are ones I share with 
the Harley scribe. One word was omitted entirely, and again this is an error not unknown to the Harley 
scribe. The only error I made that is undocumented in the Harley text is one occurrence of the word thy, 
where I used both a superscripted y above the thorn and a y following the thorn. I had intended to scratch 
off the superscripted y before presentation, but forgot to do so. I rest in the knowledge that such an error is 
likely to have been committed in period as well. 
 
I found that my letterforms tended to evolve into a more formal textura than the Harley book hand, mostly 
because I am more visually familiar with earlier forms of textura. In retrospect, I would like to have made a 
full ductus of the hand before scribing. I have now done so, after the fact, and it appears here as appendix 
B. Had I done this ahead of time, I would have used more ligatures from folio 52r. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Harley MS 2320 is a lovely sample of an early- to mid-fifteenth century textura hand used in a presentation 
copy of a household manual, likely destined for a lady of leisure in a household of moderate means. The 
hand is regular and accessible, and the sample on folio 52r includes a variety of ligatures and abbreviations 
that can make an SCA scroll authentic and fun to craft. I am looking forward to doing more work directly 
from images of period folios. 
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Appendix A – Folio 52r  of Har ley MS 2330 in the Br itish L ibrary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Br itish L ibrary, Har ley MS 2330, folio 52r . 
Shown actual size 

(Image should measure 4 5/8 X 6 1/4 inches) 
The braiding treatise begins on line 12, immediately after the initial. 

Photo courtesy of the British Library. 
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Appendix B – Ductus of Harey MS 2320 folio 52r  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Selected letter forms from BL Har ley MS 2320 folio 52r . 
Note the two forms of the letter s, the thorn, the yogh,  
The superscripted letters and the abbreviation marks. 

Note also the ligatures of be, ce and pe 
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