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Descr iption 
 
This is an SCA award scroll in the form of a hand-bound booklet of eight folios. It is based on a fingerloop 
braiding treatise in an English household manual dated to the early- to mid-fifteenth century. The scroll 
includes a conjectural reconstruction of the opening initial, now quite damaged in the original. The scroll 
also includes a frontispiece composed of a border from the Isabella Breviary surrounding a detail from a 
15th century Spanish altarpiece. The scale of the text blocks and of the opening initial is that of the original. 
 
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 parchment in a textura hand, it includes fairly simple 
flourished initials, and the braiding treatise begins with a six-line high miniature with initial.3 The presence 
of catchwords suggests it was professionally bound.4 Lastly, the presence of numerous mistakes in the 
instructions, and the absence of marginal corrections suggest that the manuscript was commissioned for a 

                                                 
1 Griffiths, p. 11. 
2 Benns and Barrett, p. 25. 
3 Ibid, pp. 11-14 
4 Ibid, p. 16. 
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lady of leisure who may never have actually used the treatise. The Tollemache manuscript, by comparison, 
is written in a less formal hand on un-ruled paper and contains no decorative illustration.5 
 
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. 
 
Ground: Although Harley MS 2320 is written on parchment, other household manuals of the time, 
including the Tollemache manuscript were written on paper.6 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.7 The 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 very little 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.  
 
Lettering: 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. 
 
Inking: While it was tempting to use the oak gall ink to ink the underdrawing of the illumination, I didn’ t 
want to risk having it reconstitute and work into the overlying paint. Instead, I used a Rapidograph 
technical pen with Rapidograph ink. 
 
Pigments: The pigments are Winsor-Newton Designer’s Gouache. Because I have children and a pet, I do 
not use period pigments for scroll production. I have, however, collected samples of period pigments and 
have carefully chosen the gouaches that I feel best imitate the period pigments. The paint choices for this 
scroll are: 
 

For minium: Orange Lake Deep 
For vermillion: Spectrum Red 
For azurite: Peacock Blue 
For orpiment: Cadmium Yellow Deep 

For verdigris: Veridian 
For folium: Brilliant Violet w/ Zinc White 
For black: Bone black 
For lead white: Zinc White 

 
Gold: The border of the frontispiece uses 23.5 carat shell gold over a base layer of Winsor-Newton 
imitation gold. The Winsor-Newton base was laid so that the shell gold could be used a bit more sparingly. 
I wanted a rich thick gold, and the amount of shell gold needed to adequately cover such a large area would 
have been quite costly. I was unable to determine for certain whether the background in the exemplar from 
the Isabella Breviary is shell gold, gold leaf, are merely a gold toned paint. Janet Backhouse’s otherwise 
excellent monograph, The Isabella Breviary, gives no clarification in the text as to what type of gold was 
used.8 Some of the color plates seem to suggest paint, rather than gilding, as the background is somewhat 
splotchy. I decided to use shell gold, because I wanted to use genuine gold in a way that would allow me to 
nicely shade the drop shadows of the braided stems. 
 

                                                 
5 Griffiths, pp. 281-283. 
6 Ibid., p. 281 
7 Benns and Barrett, p. 4 
8 Backhouse, Janet. 
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The I llustrations 
 
Frontispiece Border  
 
The frontispiece border was done at the specific request of the award recipient. It is based on folio 81v of 
The Isabella Breviary, British Library Additional MS 18851. This manuscript was produced in Flanders for 
presentation to the Spanish crown on the occasion of the double wedding of two of Ferdinand and 
Isabella’s children in 1497.  
 
As was done in period, the design was sketched and then inked. For the color scheme of the braids, I chose 
vermilion-red and white, which together with the gold background comprise the heraldic colors of 
Æthelmearc. The book plate of folio 81v in Janet Backhouse’s The Isabella Breviary is unfortunately not in 
color, so I can’ t say for certain what the original colors were. A search of the Internet yielded no color 
image of that particular folio. The border design was modified in two ways. The birds present in the 
exemplar were eliminated so as not to compete with the image of the braiding, since braiding is the focus of 
the entire project. Also, one off-shoot of the border braiding was eliminated from between the text columns 
in order to clear the entire frame for the miniature painting. 
 
Frontispiece M iniature 
 
Although the award recipient had requested a specific border, she did not indicate what should be placed 
into the frame, which in the original contains a miniature and two columns of text. I left this decision until 
near the end of the scroll production, hoping that inspiration would strike. It came at last when I 
remembered in image from a book of fingerloop braiding instructions by Noemi Speiser published in 2000. 
Her monograph on the Tollemache braid instructions includes a black and white reproduction of a detail of 
an altarpiece attributed to Nicolas Zaortiga, 1465.9 This is the only known period image of someone in the 
process of fingerloop braiding, and is therefore of particular interest to braiders. Wanting to replicate the 
detail in the original colors, I set about trying to locate a color image of it. 
 
The most helpful clue proved to be the name of the copyright holder cited in Speiser’s image caption, Arxiu 
Mas. This turned out to be a foundation in Spain dedicated to the preservation of Catalonian culture, whose 
photographic collection passed in 1997 into the care of the Amatller Institute of Hispanic Art in Barcelona. 
With only days left until the award was to be presented, I was successful in negotiating with the Amatller 
Institute via e-mail (in very rusty Spanish, no less) the purchase of a color digital image of the altarpiece. 
With color exemplar in hand, I was able to finish the frontispiece using the color scheme of the original.  
 
Although the altarpiece is a panel painting, which uses somewhat different materials than manuscript 
painting, I felt confident that the blue in the altarpiece was azurite. The brownish red dress seemed to be 
vermilion. At first, I was a bit perplexed as to why the lighter sections of the red dress appeared to be 
brown, rather than red. I tried mixing Winsor-Newton Spectrum Red with a bit of Burnt Sienna, and the 
resulting paint appeared red at full strength, but brownish when mixed with zinc white. I have a few paint 
swatches of actual vermilion, and they do appear to have a brownish element, so I think the Spectrum Red / 
Burnt Sienna mix was a good substitution. 
 
Although the color digital image gives no indication of the size of the original painting, it is undoubtedly 
larger in scale than the miniature in my scroll. I therefore needed to simplify the detail of the haloes of the 
saints and the trim of their dresses, which in the original painting appear to be rendered in gold leaf over 
sculpted gesso. I chose to use shell gold to harmonize with the gold in the border, and I used Winsor-
Newton imitation silver (which uses a mica powder base) to paint highlights on the gold. 
 
The Initial 
  
Folio 52r of the Harley manuscript marks the beginning of the fingerloop braiding treatise. The braiding 
text begins on line 12 (of 17 on the page) and opens with a miniature painting and initial I. The miniature 
runs the height of the last six lines of the text block and extends beyond the last line by about one more 

                                                 
9 Speiser, p. 7. 
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line-height. The combination of miniature and initial comprises a little less than half the width of the text 
block. 
 
The miniature depicts a woman, seated, possibly cross-legged, with her hands raised and spread apart. The 
painting is damaged, and it is difficult to see exactly what the position of the lower body and dress are 
meant to be. The paint used for the dress has fallen away, revealing only the underdrawing, which is 
presumably done in silverpoint. 
 
By first dilemma was to decide what pigments has been used in the original, and what missing pigment 
might have been used for the dress. The red of the background seems to be minium, with perhaps a bit of 
over-painting in vermilion. The blue of the miniature’s frame and of the initial are most likely azurite. The 
ground on which the figure sits is a bluish green, which I took to be verdigris. 
 

 
Fig. 1: Detail of Harley MS 2320, folio 52v 

Figure of seated woman and initial I 

 
Fig. 2: Detail of the scroll 

Figure of seated woman and initial I 
 
The parchment where the dress had been painted seems to be slightly stained in some places, and bare 
unstained parchment in other places. It is possible that the paint has fallen away in only some areas, and has 
faded to near transparency where it remains. Or, the paint may have fallen away completely, and may have 
only stained the parchment in certain places. 
 
Since minium, azurite and a green pigment are present and largely unfaded, I 
reasoned that none of these pigments had been used for the dress. There are 
traces of a yellow paint left on the hair/headdress, and no similar yellow 
traces in the dress area, so I reasoned that the yellow pigment (likely 
orpiment) had likewise not been used for the dress. A possible candidate is 
folium. It has a range of hues from blue to purple, depending on how it is 
made. As a plant derived lake, it can be unstable and is known to fade. There 
are very slight traces of a bluish hue in the large baglike lines in the dress. 
 
Using Adobe Photoshop, I sampled a few pixels in this area, and subtracted 
from its CMYK color-values the values of the surrounding plain parchment. 
The resulting color was a muted pinkish purple that falls within the color 
range of folium. I chose Winsor-Newton Brilliant Violet as a substitute for 
folium and lightened it somewhat with zinc white. 
 

 
Figure 3: Close up of dress area 
showing bluish-purplish tinting 
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Minor  initials and flour ishes 
 
Folio 52r does not include any minor initial. Fortunately, Benns and 
Barrett, in their volume Tak V Bowes Departed, include a line drawing 
of a minor initial and marginal flourish from Harley MS 2320.10 
Although their description of the manuscript specifies that all the 
minor initials in the Harley manuscript are blue,11 presumably azurite, 
I chose to paint the minor initial in my booklet in alternating blue and 
red with contrasting flourishes, a common practice throughout the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I enjoyed the process of planning and executing an entire booklet. It 
was helpful to place the tasks that we normally restrict to an isolated 
leaf into the context of a larger project. I was gladly attempt another 
booklet, and I would enjoy the opportunity create one with genuine 
parchment and period pigments. 
 
Lastly, I was challenged by the puzzle of the missing or faded paint in 
the Harley initial. I would like to learn more about how professional 
restoration teams would have approached this dilemma, and what 
tools and techniques might have produced more conclusive findings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Pen and Ink copy of a 
minor initial and marginal flourish 
from Benns and Barrett, Tak V 
Bowes Departed. 

                                                 
10 Benns and Barrett, p. 10. 
11 Ibid., p. 13. 
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Appendix A – Folio 52r  of Har ley MS 2330 in the Br itish L ibrary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: 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 – Folio 81v of the Isabella Breviary 
 

 
 

Figure 5: The Isabella Breviary, Br itish L ibrary Additional MS 18851, folio 81v.  
Book plate from Janet Backhouse, The Isabella Breviary. (London: The British Library, 1993) 
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Appendix C – Detail of the Bor ja Virgen and Child Altarpiece 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Woman (St. Lucia) finger loop braiding with helper , 
 accompanied by a woman knitting. 

Borja Virgen and Child Altarpiece (detail) attributed to Nicolas Zaortiga, 1465. 
Photo courtesy of the Amatller Institute for Hispanic Art. 
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