
Illuminations
A lesson in the art of 
Illuminated Letters



Where do we begin?

Right now you're all probably wondering...

What is an illumination?
When were they made?
Who made them and how were they made?
Why is it important to learn about them?
How can I make one?

                                                  Let's find out!



























How can you make one, you ask?
 Choose the first letter of either your first or last 

name.
 Look at some of the lettering styles in the handouts 

and begin sketching ideas on how to design your 
letter. 

 Next, brainstorm a theme you are going to base your 
letter around; for example, a mythological creature, a 
variety of plants, an interesting design, etc.  Begin 
sketching some of these ideas.

 Sketch ways to integrate these images around your 
letter.  Make sure to repeat images for unity.

 Use stylization for the images to illustrate your letter.



Stylization
The mode of design called stylization means to 
simplify things to their most basic components. 
Cartoons are stylized and simplified versions of 
real things. Sometimes when we stylize you can 

use less detail to show the same thing. For 
instance, if you were stylizing a bird and the 
feathers in the wing, you would simplify the 

number of feathers to a smaller number in order 
to see that it is a wing but not have to show 

every feather. 



Transferring Sketches & Borders

When you are complete with the brainstorming, 
sketching of the letter, and images you will transfer 
to your portfolio cover.  DRAW LIGHTLY!!!  The 
main letter must be centered on the cover and will 
be approximately 12” x 15” - this will leave an 
approximate 3 ½ “ border.  

After transferring, work on border designs. Borders 
should relate to the letter in some way.



Finishing with Color
After the design is complete, trace over all your 

lines with black marker making each line 1/4” 
thick.  Make sure you do not drag your hand 
across the marker as it will smear!

You may use the following to add color to your 
design:

Metallic markers
Metallic colored pencils
Crayons – gold and silver are 

    available



Using a Color Scheme
1. You can choose any color scheme to work with; 
for example,  use a double complement scheme  
that will use two complementary pairs of colors as 
well as black and white. The complementary pairs 
have a warm color and a cool color to use. These 
will contrast between the background and the 
foreground.

2. You can figure out various color schemes by 
using the color wheel.

  



3. Start with the lighter colors first and apply a 
layer softly creating a gradation or slow change 
between colors. Overlapping the colors to change 
between one color and another should be a slow  
transition. 

4. You can use white crayon to keep a color at the 
intensity that you like or add more layers of crayon 
to make it deeper in color. We are using the crayon 
like a colored pencil or paint in that you can blend 
and mix colors. The complimentary pairs will 
make browns and grays with careful mixing these 
can show darker areas and shadows as well as give 
a variety of colors to be used. 
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