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Definitions:

Armenian bole — apowder of earth, naturally occurring as a combination of hydrated iron and aluminum oxides,
varying in color, but with salmon being the common choice among gilders because it lends a favorable tint to the gold
on top of it. It does not necessarily come from Armenia and the word “bole’” means “lump”. Also known asjeweler's
rouge.

Burnishers, Burnishing — usually agate, psilomelanite, and true hematite (bloodstone). Also worth mentioning isa
hound’ s tooth burnisher. An agate burnisher is used only for polishing becauseiit is very smooth. It servesasa
finishing tool to polish adried gesso to afine polish in preparation for the laying of the gold. While an agate burnisher
isacold burnisher, that is, it gives off no heat when used; a true hematite burnisher emits heat, enabling a user to
combine it with acold gilding surface, and thereby form a stronger bond of gold with gesso. A true hematite has a
rougher surface than an agate, and not only polishes the gold, but also forges it onto the gesso base.

Fish glue — a component of some gesso recipes that contributes binding and adhesion. It is prepared from the heads,
bones, and skins of fish.

Gesso — an Italian word meaning gypsum or Plaster of Paris. These two terms are synonymous, and are common terms
for gesso. The chemical term for gesso is Calcium Sulfate.

Gesso sottile — an Italian term for thin gesso (slaked, or smooth, and thusthin). It is Plaster of Paris slaked for
approximately 30 days, with daily stirring, then dried and stored.

Gilder's cushion — a dlightly raised pillow on which to cut and lay gold.

Glair —the term used to describe egg white deprived of its natural stringiness by being whipped to froth, allowed to
stand, and then mixed with water.

Gold:

Glass gold — 22k to 23k supplied in two grades; glass gold, the best quality, and signboard or surface gold, which
is dightly cheaper and contains small imperfections

Lemon gold — 18K, is lighter in color than glass gold
Pale gold — 16k, is lighter in color than lemon gold

White gold — 13k to 14k, isan alloy of half gold and half silver, quite silver in color and it will tarnish dightly
over time

Patent gold — come with the sheet of gold affixed to atissue, it is easy to handle and is pre-burnished; often used
on gum ammoniac base it will not maintain a high polish

Double weight gold — due to its weight, less of it is required for gilding; it may be difficult to find

Shell gold (powder gold) — this form of gold is made from beaten gold leaf and is usually sold in table form; it
may be burnished but usually does not take a high polish

Gum ammoniac — is not atrue gum, but aresin collected from Ferula plants. It is used as abase for laying gold lesf.
Gum arabic — a gum of the Mimosaceaous plants.

Palladium leaf — it is made from a silvery metal of the platinum family and costs more than gold leaf; it is darker than
silver leaf and has a slight brownish color cast; it does not tarnish

Size — refers to the binder acquired from the careful boiling of the skins or bones of animal or fish. Sizeisafar more
tenacious binder than glue. The terms glue and size, though literally quite different, are frequently used synonymously.



Gesso Recipes:

1. From notes produced by Jim Lowe, Kentucky Calligraphers Guild, January, 1972 (obtained during a
Midrealm Collegium)

parts of prepared Plaster of Paris
parts of powdered Titanium Dioxide
parts of glue (liquid hide glue or other)
Y parts of saturated sugar solution
parts of distilled water (use as little as possible though)

NENWO

Scrape the Plaster of Paris with a sharp blade and sieve the powder through fine silk to remove any
large mass (the author used a sheet of glass from an old picture frame for this mixing operation).

Mix the sieved Plaster of Paris with the Titanium Dioxide, add the water, and stir. Mix in the sugar
and glue and thoroughly stir. Allow this mixture to stand overnight. In the morning, strain the mix and
transfer it into clean jars that can be tightly closed. The mix may be used as needed.

In order to make the gesso more visible for use on white paper or other similar surfaces, the author
added a small quantity of a soluble color (Prussian Blue or Crimson Lake) in the distilled water.

Apply the gesso with a draftsman’ s ruling pen or a quill (this avoids bubblesin the gesso). After the
laid gesso is completely dry, the gold leaf is adhered to the gesso by moistening the surface of the gesso
(this may be done by breathing on the gesso through a small straw or tube). The gold is overlaid onto the
gesso and gently pressed into place with the fingertips (using a piece of clean paper or silk). Excessgoldis
brushed off using a clean soft-bristled brush or a small piece of silk or velvet. After the gold has set onto
the gesso (two or three days) it may be burnished (polished).

2. From Donald Jackson’s chapter on Gilding in The Calligrapher’ s Handbook:

6 partsof daked dental grade plaster
parts of finely powdered white lead (toxic)
parts of finely powdered granular sugar
part of glue (fish glue)
atrace of Armenian bole or other highly concentrated non-gritty pigment, red or yellow
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Use a measuring spoon or other spoon-like utensil to form equal piles of the powdered ingredients on
apiece of glass. Place the gluein the center of the glass and scrape the other ingredients into a pile on top
of the glue (sprinkle the coloring agent, if used, onto this pile). Mix theingredients. Add distilled water to
the mix until the wholeisathick creamy past. Scrape this pile of mix to the edge of the glass and transfer a
small quantity back to the middle of the glass. Grind the small amount in the middle, adding drops of water
as necessary to keep the consistency. Repeat this process until the entire mixture has been ground
uniformly smooth and amalgamated. Decant this mixture onto silicone paper in an even thickness using a
circular movement as if you were frosting a cake. Score the surface in radiating lines to produce
indentations that will then help you to snap off sixteen or so cake-like segments cleanly when it has dried.
Let the gesso dry gradually in a dust-free container. Alternately, you can deposit a number of small
individual blobs of the moist gesso onto the silicone paper and allow them to dry in the same manner (the
individual blobs replace the cake-like segments for use).

To use, temper the dried gesso with distilled water or glair to a consistency that will flow from a pen
or brush. Let the gesso dry to the manuscript surface. After the gesso is completely dry. Moisten the
surface with your breath and apply the gold leaf. After the gold has set onto the gesso (two or three days) it
may be burnished.



3. From Jerry Tresser’s The Technique of Raised Gilding:

parts slaked Plaster of Paris
part hide glue
parts distilled water
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parts white lead powder (toxic)

part sugar

parts distilled water

pinch (match-head size) Armenian Bole
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Stir the top ingredients with arubber spatula until you get a smooth, off-white substance. Allow this
material to dry in the same bowl in acooal, dry place, away from the sun or other heat source. Allow two to
three days for the water to evaporate. When dry, you are left with a substance Cennino Cennini referred to
as gesso sottile with size. In asmaller mixing bowl, first combine the sugar with the water and make a
solution. Then, add the white lead and the Armenian Bole. Stir all of these ingredients together. Add this
mixture to the gesso sottile. Wait ten minutes for the liquid to settle into the dry mixture then stir the two
together. The gesso is now completed and only required time to dry before it isready to use. Allow it to
dry in the open air for one to seven days, either in the same bowl you mixed it in, or, by pouring it into
smaller containersif you find them more convenient. The length of the drying time depends upon the
variables of temperature and humidity in the room where you're drying it; cooler, dryer conditions will
enhance the drying process.

When your gesso is completely dry and ready to use, you may scrape off what you'll need, grind it
into a granulated state, and reconstitute it with water. Apply the reconstituted gesso to the manuscript with
aquill or brush and allow it to dry. Moisten the gesso with your breath prior to applying the gold leaf.
Allow thisto thoroughly dry before burnishing.

A forth recipeis available in Joyce Grafe's Secreta, Three Methods of Laying Gold Leaf. However, the
recipeis not significantly different to warrant listing.

The following pages, from Donald Jackson's book, graphically represent the steps and techniques for
applying gold onto a manuscript.

It isvery important to try various methods on scrap or practice surfaces (vellum, paper, etc) prior to
initiating actual projects. The results that you may have differ immensely in response to your technique
and working conditions. Also, you need to view the cost versus benefits. If you cannot afford actual gold,
imitation gold may be used. However, if you use imitation gold leaf you must paint the leaf with a clear
lacquer very shortly after you apply it otherwise the imitation leaf will tarnish due to its exposure to air.

Remember to use gold sparingly. Too little gold and the effect of the gold will be lost (i.e., why bother?).
Too much gold and the piece may (probably will) look garish.

Also, the use of gold leaf extends the preparation time and production time of your project. Make sure to
plan ahead in order to have enough time to properly apply the gold. Otherwise, your efforts and your
expenditure may be forfeited.

As with any manuscript task (calligraphy or illumination with gold or paints) planning is key. But, aswith
any manuscript task, practiceis as essential aslearning from your mistakes.



The Application of Gold

Much of the brilliant gold
on the initials and back-
ground in manuscript
books consists of a very
thin layer of leaf burnished
on to a cushion of gesso —
a mixture of plaster,
sugar, lead and size -
which is laid on the page,
and dries slightly raised
from its surface. The gesso
must be flexible enough to
bend with the page with-
out cracking, and when
mixed with water or glair

to flow freely in a pen. - ) )

A typical gesso recipeis:  I. Apply gesso quickly with a pen or 2. When gesso dries, scrape it smooth
sixteen parts of slaked brush, and leave a slightly domed with a knife, being careful not to
plaster, six parts of white shape, like a drop of water on glass. flatten the domed effect.

lead, two parts of
powdered sugar, one part
of glue, and a dash of

colour.

3. Cut gold leaf into convenient pieces, 4. If the air is insufficiently humid to
to avoid waste. encourage the gold to stick, breath
through a tube onto the surface of the
design to increase its dampness.

5. Pick up gold leaf and press onto
the gesso with a burnishing tool made
of polished stone, such as agate or
haematite, set into a handle. Press

gold firmly down over the design, 6. Clean excess gold off the neighbour-
uniting it with the gesso. Use silk to ing writing surface with knife or soft
clean the burnisher. brush.

From Donald Jackson’s The Story of Writing



From Donald Jackson’s The Story of Writing
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