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THE MODERN METHOD FOR PRODUCING

A BLACK HOURS ILLUMINATED BOOKMARK

A Brief History of Black Hours Manuscripts
The production of a manuscript on black vellum was extremely costly and delicate.  The vellum was immersed in an iron copper solution to obtain the black colouring before it was painted.  The application of this solution was, however, detrimental to the manuscript in the long run because the iron sulphide in the dye was acidic and made the vellum fragile and brittle.

There are very few that have survived the ravages of acid and time and the best collections now reside the in the Pierpoint Morgan Library and in Vienna.  One of the Books of Hours is the Hours of Mary of Burgundy, but only the first thirty pages are dyed black.  The other book is usually referred to as the Sforza Hours, but this related only to a later ownership of which there still remains a mystery of how the Duke of Sforza obtained it.  These surviving manuscripts are attributed to the Flemish circle or school of Willem Vrelant, the leading illuminator of his time and Philippe de Mazerolles.

It is generally held that Black Books of Hours originated with the Dukes of Burgundy (Charles the Rash, Philip the Good, Anthony of Burgundy etc.) in the Flemish city of Bruges around 1475.  There are two schools of thought regarding why these very unique books of hours were created.
One is very simple: that following the death of his wife, Isabella de Bourbon, the Duke of Burgundy (Charles the Rash) was presented with the Book of Hours by Franc de Bruges, one of the estate owners of Flanders.

The second is that the Dukes of Burgundy ruling over Bruges at the time were well known patrons of the arts and used to commission both manuscripts and tapestries for their residences.  The extravagance and pomp of the Burgundian court outperformed anything in the arts ever known in Europe at the time and became the model for wealthy or royal households.
The practice of using black as the colour of mourning began with Philip when his father, John the Fearless, was murdered in 1419 by servants of the French King.  Unable to revenge his father’s murder, he welcomed the French and English Kings to the funeral procession with the splendour of the House of Burgundy on horse back with 2000 black pennants, black standards and seven cubit long banners, their fringes in black silk, all embroidered or painted with golden coats of arms.  As Philip continued to wear black long after the mourning period was over, this began to “rub off” on the nobility and finally on the rich citizens of Flanders.  This combination of religious thinking and fashionable splendour is thought to be the foundation of the Black Book Hours.  For indeed, only very noble and wealthy could afford it.  It is said that even the Vatican could not afford to commission them.

The truth probably lies somewhere in between.
Materials Needed
· Pencil (2H or Bic Mechanical Pencil works just as well)

· China White Watercolour Pencil (Staedtler are better)

· Stonehenge** Black Watercolour Paper – 120 lb hot press

· 4/000,40, 5/0 Watercolour Brushes (10/0 are also good)

· Tracing Paper

· Gouache Paint (Windsor Newton)– Silver, Gold, Ultramarine Blue, Permanent White, Golden Yellow, Sap Green, Spectrum Red, Yellow Ochre, Jet Black

· Green Painters Tape

· Medium Ball Point Pen

· Sumi Gold/Silver ((optional)  Finetec can also be used, but it doesn’t have the richness of Sumi Gold.
**  The Stonehenge mill has recently gone out of business and the only suitable substitute currently found is Fabriano.  Currie’s Art Supply does not carry this line, but it is available through some smaller art stores or on line.  THL Liadin has a fair stock of the Stonehenge paper available if you cannot find any.  Also, I have donated my remaining stock to the Scribes in the possession of Mistress Marioun.
METHOD
Once you have completed a black hours piece you will have drawn or painted your design a minimum of 5 times. 

1. Draw your design

2. Draw the transfer

3. Apply the white transfer medium

4. Transfer the design to the black paper

5. Paint the design (sometimes twice)

The first step is to draw (or trace) your design on a separate piece of paper.  Once you are satisfied you then create your transfer by tracing your design on to the tracing paper.  Because of the properties of black paper, it is advised to NOT draw directly on to the black paper – it scores easily and does not lend to erasing lines very well.  Erasing lines dulls the finish and is noticeable.

Create the Transfer
· Once you have drawn your design, create your transfer by tracing it with the lead pencil

· Turn the tracing paper over and, using the white watercolour pencil, cover the back of your design with white.

I prefer to “fill it in” rather than just re-draw over the lines.  Retracing over the design lines requires too much pressure to get enough of the white laid down and causes the tracing paper to tear during the actual transfer.

Applying the Transfer
· Using painters tape, position your transfer over the paper and tape both the paper and the transfer into position.

· Using a Medium ball point pen, copy your design on to the paper.  

(Note: Using a pencil to apply your transfer does not produce a clean, crisp line and wears off too easy should you accidentally touch it during the painting process.  Also, I prefer a ball point pen to show on the tracing paper where I have completed the tracing.)
Painting

Borders
For this piece I have included a border in the design and I recommend that this be completed first.

· Using the green painters tape, tape out the first two sides of your border

· Paint and tape the remaining top and bottom borders

Caution:  When you have finished painting and have allowed the paint to dry, gently life the tape from the inner edge of the paper.  Frequently, when lifting the tape from the outer edge it causes a thin layer of the paper to be lifted with it.

COLOUR CHOICE
Painting on black stock has its own set of unique problems/challenges.

Be aware that the colours appear less vibrant (almost dull) compared to painting on white watercolour paper, pergamenata or vellum.  If the example in the manuscript you are using as a guide shows a red, then you have to choose a red that at first appears far brighter than in your example – i.e. if you would have normally used a Cadmium Red, then your choice might now be either Scarlett Lake (which the black medium can make it appear almost orange) or Spectrum Red.  I prefer the Spectrum Red in most cases and Ultramarine or Pthalo Blue eventually looks better than a Cobalt or Indigo.  The best method is to test each colour you want to use on a small piece of the paper.
APPLICATION

The major problem you will encounter when painting on a black medium is that the first coat will soak right in to the paper and in some instances, almost disappear.  It will require two or sometimes three coats of paint in order to achieve the desired colour.  (see update below)
The darker colours (red, blue) are outlined in white, gold or silver and green is outlined in yellow.  This helps to brighten the darker colours and distinguish them from the black background – or – “give them pop”.  In period, the reason the greens were outlined in yellow is that the metal property in green (Chromium) does not play well with the metal property in white (Lead).  
Strawberries
Once you have painted the basic red, determine where your light source is coming from (either left or right for instance) and then using the yellow, “wash” a small part on that side to lighten it up.  

The same yellow is then used full strength to paint in the seeds.  Seeds on strawberries are symmetrical in rows – never random.
Once you have painted on the seeds, the trick to painting realistic looking strawberries is ``Black``.  I use a tiny dot of black beside each seed (opposite to the light source) to give it dimension and a finished look (i.e. – if the light is coming from the right, then the black dot is painted to the left of the seed).

Acantha Leaves
Acantha leaves in Black Hours are generally done in either Silver or Gold.  There are two methods to achieve the spines (or black lines running up the center of the leaf)):

· One method is to paint the leaves in two parts – first one side, then the other leaving a small, think space in between with either a silver or gold line up the centre of the black space.

· The second method is to paint the very thin black lines where required over top of the gold or silver.

In studying the manuscripts it appears that both methods were used, however the first method is generally the one that was used more often.

Filler
No space was left untouched.  The manuscripts show that flowers, birds, drolleries, vines, seeds or pods were used to fill in every available space.

ERASING LINES/CORRECTIONS

There is good news….and there is bad news.

The Bad News – Using an eraser on black paper affects the finish and causes it to appear dull and noticeable.  Also, scraping off your mistake or a line can cause a layer of the paper to lift which removes the finish and makes the underlying remaining paper to appear dull and obvious.

The Good News – You can use either black paint on very small areas to clean up lines or cover up a mistake, but be careful about the size or area you cover up – the black paint has a different finish and when used on large areas becomes very noticeable.

Better News – Because your lines were laid down with a watercolour pencil, the white line will disappear or dissolve with clear water.

Take your brush and slightly wet it.  Lightly brush or dab it on the line you want to lift and it will disappear.  Be careful to not have your brush too wet, this could cause the paint beside the line to bleed.

UPDATE
After the scriptorium at Wassail, Mistress Marioun showed me her method of painting which had her add water to the guache to create a “pool” of paint.  I have always wet my brush and dipped the brush in the paint which caused the paint to “disappear” as I mentioned earlier.  While watching Mistress Marioun’s method using the Ultramarine Blue, where she created the pool, the paint went on very dark, almost hard to see, but once it dried, in a very few minutes it began to lighten up significantly.  

This method might negate the need to add more layers of paint as stated earlier.  Having only seen this happen so far with the Ultramarine, you might want to try it with other colours and save yourself some time and effort.
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