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Sunneva de Cleia – Barony of Windmasters’ Hill

Grant of Arms scroll for Lady Letia Thistelthueyt

Based on the Prime from the Hastings Hours (Add. MS 54782, ff. 107).

Presented at Atlantia’s Kingdom Arts and Sciences Festival, 2007. 

The inspiration for this work is the London Hours of William Lord Hastings (Ghent[?], late 1470s), specifically the Prime, which faces the Nativity. 

It is a beautifully laid out image, with a tight text block and a border of daylilies, tiny blue and red flowers, dragonflies, moths, and houseflies set against a gold background. The recipient is an artist herself and often chooses insects as her inspiration, which is one reason I chose this particular image. The other reason is that her heraldry features a green dragonfly, which is echoed in the actual illumination.

I customized this scroll for the recipient by adding her heraldry on the right hand side. This is actually documentable, as other images in the Hastings Hours have a heater with heraldry in this exact spot. The top border in the original design features a moth with displayed wings. As the recipient has a love of spiders, I changed this moth into a spider,.

When assembling the materials to use for this scroll, I found a small piece of vellum. While I had originally decided to blow up the image to fit an 8.5”x11” piece of Bristol Board, I discovered that I could use the vellum instead if I endeavored to make this scroll the actual size of the original (165x125 mm). To accomplish this I scanned the image I had from the book Flemish Illuminated Manuscripts: 1400-1550 (London: The British Library, 2003). I then carefully sized it on my computer until it was 165x125mm, then printed it. I used this image as my template for the text block and design (see Appendix 1).

First I laid out the text block. This was difficult, as the number of characters needed for the scroll was much higher than the number of characters in the original manuscript. I compensated by making the text block slightly bigger than in the original and by making the illuminated capital much smaller. I also used a slightly smaller nib width than is present in the original. This process took several afternoons until I had a satisfactory template (see Appendix 2).

Next I laid out my interpretation of the design. Using the template mentioned above, I sketched the changes to the design onto tracing paper (see Appendix 3). I then laid my new text block template over the design template, and laid my changes over that. I placed these all on a lightbox with my scrap of vellum over the top. Using .5 mm mechanical pencil I traced the completed design onto the vellum. 

Once I had the design laid out on the vellum I did the calligraphy. When that was finished I started creating my color palette (see Appendix 4). The original image has a multitude of colors, the most prominent of which are red, gold, yellow, green and white. My first problem arose when I tried to paint the background. The original appears to be shell gold, but I do not possess any of this. I finally decided on several washes of Winsor and Newton Gold Acrylic over a layer of Winsor and Newton Naples Yellow. This created a lovely, buttery-yellow, shimmery gold effect. It does not closely resemble the original, but it is the closest I could manage.

I painted the rest of the design using standard painting techniques learned over many years. This manuscript displays the trompe l’oeil style popular in the Netherlands at this time. The flowers and insects are realistic, even down to the shadows they cast on the background. I tried to duplicate this effect and make the images as realistic as possible. 

SCRIPT ANALYSIS

The original script in the Hastings Hours is closely related to the “batarde” hands prominent in England and France during the 15th century. However, there are several significant differences between it and the scripts I found in modern calligraphy manuals. It is considerably less fancy, with fewer flourishes and curves. It is also a very blocky script with no forward slant at all. Many letters were different as well. The lower case “d,” for example, is completely different in form. For these reasons I decided to create my own ductus based on the original script.
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I put together the script by scanning every image of the Hastings Hours I could find, both in books and on the internet, and carefully picking out all the letters of the alphabet (see Appendix 5). I copied many different instances of each letter, so as to better judge the ‘average’ shape of each. There were some letters that were difficult to find and some that were difficult to identify, as I do not read Latin and this is my first attempt at paleography. I found exactly one instance of the letter “y,” on the endpapers of Backhouse’s book The Hastings Hours (London: The British Library, 1996). It appeared in the words “beate elyzabeth precibus gloriosis.” Incidentally, this is also the second instance of the letter “z.” 
( Another letter was problematic until I realized it was the form of the letter “v” taken when “v” starts a word. The evidence for this is several instances of the word “virgo” or “virtutes,” in which the mystery letter was at the forefront. The letters “j” and “w” were not in existence at all, either in this book or in 1470s Latin. 

After I compiled my alphabet, I blew up the images on a photocopier so I could measure the angles better (see Appendix 6). After measuring several different instances of the same letter, I took the average of the angles for that letter. The script appears to be almost vertical, with a 40o to 45 o nib angle, depending on the letter. The letters are evenly spaced, about the width of a ‘flick’ of the pen – a characteristic I do not replicate very well in my own attempt.

Where possible I used letters, both capital and lower-case, from the actual Hastings Hours. Where not possible, I filled in with capitals from the “Bastard Capitals” script in The Art of Calligraphy (New York: DK, 1995) and the “j” and “k” from the “Batarde” script in The Calligrapher’s Bible (Hauppauge, NY: Barron’s, 2003). Fortunately these instances were few. The only letter I made up was the lowercase “w.” I used a double “u” approach instead of the fancier “w” in the Harris books. The reasons for this are purely aesthetic: the fancy “w” looked out of place among the other letter.

At the present my Hastings Hours ductus is incomplete. I hope to finish it soon and complete a separate documentation for the script alone.

MATERIALS FOR CALLIGRAPHY AND ILLUMINATION:

Scrap vellum of indeterminate lineage.

My paints are all Winsor and Newton Designer’s Gouache, except for one instance of Grumbacher Artists’ Watercolor in Cadmium Yellow Pale Hue and Winsor and Newton Gold Acrylic.

I used round brushes exclusively, sized 0 to 3. The brushes were Winsor and Newton, Loew-Cornell, and American Painter.

For the calligraphy I used a goose feather quill from John Neal Booksellers.

The ink is actual oak gall ink, made from a period recipe and given to me by Lady Guenièvre de Monmarché of the Barony Windmasters’ Hill.
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