A Set of Perfectly Period Paper Boxes

Festival of the Passing of the Ice Dragon
March 17, AS XLI (2007)
Barony of the Rydderich Hael

Description

Thisisaset of cardstock boxes made by cutting and folding the
material in the manner illustrated on page 306 of the Hours of
Catherine of Cleves (New Y ork, Pierpont-Morgan Library, MS
M.917).

TheHoursof Catherine of Cleves

This book of Hours was created in the northern Netherlands
around 1440. It was made for Catherine of Cleves, the Duchess
of Guelders, who married Arnold of Guelders, in 1434. Its artist,
known only asthe “Master of Catherine of Cleves,” is known to
have worked between 1438 and about 1460. This allows us to
date our little box with certainty to Dutch cultures as early as
1440. * If this cut-and-fold box is not the artist’s invention, we
can comfortably back-date the box by a decade or two, at |east.

The Paper Boxes

The box appears on a page devoted to Saint Agatha. Asthe
patroness of forging and casting, she is associated with
volcanoes and, by extension, gemstones. The gift boxes appear
in the bottom border of the page, the opened ones containing
gold and gemstone jewelry.

Saint Agatha, page 309
Hours of Catherine of Cleves

open box stacked boxes open box

Two boxes are shown completely closed, a smaller box stacked atop a slightly larger one. Two more boxes
are shown open and unfolded, allowing us the see the cutting and folding pattern.

To reconstruct a pattern for the box, | studied the illustrations of the opened, unfolded boxes and sketched
out a pattern on graph paper. | assumed the sides to be three-fourths as high as they are wide. The opened

! Plummer, p. vii
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boxes display roughly this ratio, but the closed boxes are noticeably squatter. The pattern can be adapted to
different height-to-width ratios, and will work for very squat boxes, all the way up to a perfectly cubic box.
| developed patterns for boxes with width-to-height ratios of 2:1, 4:3 and 1:1.

Tell-talefold lines

The boxes in the Clevesillustration show evidence of diagonal fold line running from the points of the
closures tabs. Since these serve no structural purpose, | at first ssimply ignored them and made boxes using
the patterns that | had drafted. Recently, however, | began to wonder why they should be there. | thought
perhaps that the folds on the slotted tabs were merely there to facilitate cutting the slot with scissors or
shears, but the fold line is evident on the tabbed closures points as well, where to internal cut is necessary.

After afew experiments, | discovered that the 2:1 ratio pattern can be “drawn” onto a blank sheet of paper
with a series of folds, beginning with the corner-to-corner folds evidenced in theillustration. (These
preliminary corner-to-corner folds serve only to locate the center of the square sheet of paper.) Once the
sheet is unfolded, cuts are made along selected fold lines, while the un-cut folds act as the necessary
structural folds of the box.

Because the 2:1 ratio box is the only proportion that can be easily plotted using a small number of simple
folds, | would conclude that the boxesin the illustration are all meant to twice as wide as high, even though
the open boxes appear to be more at a 4:3 ratio. Further, the ability to plot the folds and cuts without
refering to a pattern would imply that the boxes could be created anywhere with only a simple cutting tool,
such as a personal knife, by anyone who knew the procedure.

Materials

Paper products were available in the Netherlands by 1440. Paper mills had been established in France by
about 1340, and in Germany by 1390.% A reference to decorative paper cutoutsis found in the mid-
fourteenth-century Middle English text of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight:

So mony pynakle payntet watz poudred ayquere,
Among pe castel carnelez clambred so pik,

pat pared out of papure purely hit semed.?

Trandation by Mistress Elianora M athewes:

So many scattered pinnacles were painted everywhere
Among the castle battlements, clustered so thick,

That completely cut out of paper they seemed.

Chaucer described paper cutout decorations on the feast able in the Parson’s Tale, which dates from the
1390s:

Also in excesse of diverse metes and drynkes, and namely swich manere bake-metes and dissh-
metes, brennynge of wilde fir and peynted and castelled with papir, and semblable wast, so that it
is abusioun for to thinke.*

Trandation by Mistress Elianora M athewes:

Also in the excess of varieties of foods and drinks, particularly those meat pies and stews, burning
of wild fire and painted and adorned with battlements of paper and similar waste, so that it isan
absurdity to think of it.

2 Medieval Manuscript Manual. Department of Medieval Studies, Central European University.
http://mww.ceu.hu/medstud/manual/M M M/index.html

3 Andrew, Malcom and Ronald Waldron, eds. The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript. Exeter, UK:
University of Exeter Press, 1996. Citation courtesy of Mistress Elianora Mathewes.

* Chaucer, Geoffrey. The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd. ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987. Citation
courtesy of Mistress Elianora Mathewes.
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Itislikely isthat the boxes depicted in the Catherine of Clevesillustration were made out of a heavyweight
paper, perhaps comparable in weight to modern card stock. In our period, paper was made from rag (linen
and hemp, but also some cotton) rather than wood pulp. Until 1755, all paper was laid paper. It was made
on amesh consisting of strong wires about an inch apart, with finer wires laid close together across them,
leaving a pattern that can be seen when the paper is held to the light. In 1755, laid paper began to be
displaces by “wove” paper, which is made on athin mesh. Most modern paper, including computer paper,
iSwove paper.

Parchment was certainly available, but rather expensive. Smallish waste cuts would have been perhaps an
inexpensive source of material for these boxes.

Decor ation

The closed boxes in the illustration show red and gold painting on the sides only. The pigment most likely
used in the illustration is minium. The opened boxes appear to be made of green-dyed paper or parchment,
although the coloring may be the manuscript artist’s invention rather than an accurate depiction of a actual
green box.

My boxes

I have chosen to try and replicate the four boxes from the Catherine of Cleves border illustration as closely
as possible. For the two center boxes, | use awidth-to-height ratio of 2:1, and | presumed the boxes to be
made of painted parchment. For the other two boxes, | used a width-to-height ration of 4:3, and | presumed
the boxes to be made of green paper.

Paper: For the central boxes, | used pergamenata paper, an Italian 100% cellulose paper that mimics the
qualities of parchment, but isless costly. For the green boxes, | chose alaid paper of 65% rag content.

Decoration: Only the two center boxes display added decoration. | painted the sides with Winsor-Newton
Designer’s Gouache, using Orange Lake Deep as a substitute for minium. This shade was chosen by color
matching against samples of authentic minium. (Because | have children in my home, | choose not to use
period pigments for toxicity concerns.) On the upper box, | mimicked the decorative gold tracery of the
Clevesillustration. On the lower box, | substituted the word Athelmearc for the name of Saint Agatha, and
calligraphed the wording with a Mitchell size 3 nib using Winsor-Newton imitation gold gouache.

Conclusion

The little boxes illustrated in the border of the Hours of Catherine of Cleves provide us with an early
glimpse of how paper was used for presentation and packaging. They make for an entertaining and practical
project that iswithin the skill set of most SCA members, and can be used in authentic or creative ways to
enhance other objects and art forms.
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Score all fold lines using a scorer and straight edge. These are the THIN lines on the pattern page.
All folds are formed inward, so by scoring on the printed side, the lines will wind up on the inside
of the box.

Make the two dlits, using an X-acto knife or very small scissors. These dlits need to be wide
enough to accept a double-thickness of the card stock (about 1/16" inch).

Cut out the box. Cut only along the HEAVY lines. If you are using an X-acto knife and straight
edge, save the outer edge cutsfor last. It is easier to do the interior cuts while the box is still
attached to the surrounding cardstock.

Remove the waste triangles.
Fold up the boxes, following the numbering on the pattern page.

Close the inner and outer top closures. To do this: fold the little triangles on the insertion tab;
insert the tab through its slot on the opposite side; unfold the little triangles on the insertion tab.
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Pattern

Finished base: 2 inchessquare
Finished height: 1 inch
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Pattern

Finished base: 2 inchessquare
Finished height: 1-1/2 inches
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Pattern

Finished base: 2 inchessquare
Finished height: 2 inches

A Set of Perfectly Period Paper Boxes, page 7



Drafting the 2:1 ratio pattern using simple folds:

Begin with a square sheet of Make a diagonal fold...
paper.

Do the same along the opposite  Repeat for all four corners.

diagonal. Y ou have now marked
the center of the square.

Fold one corner up to the Repeat for the other three
intersection shown, creaseand  corners.

unfold.

Make remaining cuts. Box with inner closure closed.

A Set of Perfectly Period Paper Boxes, page 8

...and unfold.

Unfold.

Cut away waste triangles from
sides.

Finished box.



