Silk Banner Painting

By THLady Finna Halfdansdottir


One fateful day in 53 B.C. the Roman General Marcus Licinius Crassus suffered an awesome defeat at the hands of the Parthians (Persians).  After suffering untold deaths among their ranks from brilliant cavalry and archery tactics, the Romans soon faced an overwhelming psychological attack.  In the harsh glare of the noon sun, brilliant silken banners embroidered in gold were unfurled along the Parthians ranks.  Charging into battle with their banners streaming in their wake, the Persians decimated the Roman army and eventually sent the head of Crassus back to the Persian King.


4th c China – painted silk banners become part of the formal ceremony of stupas (relic shrines) for the Buddhist religion.  Paintings and relief sculptures from Qian-fuo-dong “The Cave of a Thousand Buddhas” at Dunhuang, depict examples of the banners.


Banners of every fabric, shape and size have played pivotal moments throughout history.  The above are just of the earliest examples to reflect this.   For the purpose of the SCA, there are several “accepted” styles that are most commonly used.  These styles, however, are based on a more “High” medieval times theory.  For those with an earlier period persona it can become quite the quandary.  Instead of conforming to the “accepted” styles, choose a variation that is suitable to your persona.  Case in point, the banner I have made for myself is styled after the Viking weather vanes.  Since the Vikings did not have “banners” per se, but I wanted a banner to fly, I chose to model my banner after an artifact that was noted to have streamers flying off it.  Hence, I have created a version of the weather vane and at the same time a beautiful banner to fly.  Another example would be the “Vexillium” carried by the Roman Legions.

Typical SCA Banner Styles

Oriflamme (gold flame) – a very particular long, multi-tailed banner supported along the side (perhaps w/ fringe and embroidered with gold thread). Thought to perhaps trace back to Emperor Constantine (306-337) but more widely accepted that it’s origins lie in the gonfanon named “Montjoie” given to Charlemagne from Pope Leo III in 800.

Gonfalons/Gonfannons – a banner (usually with several tails/streamers or even fringed) that hangs from a cross piece or frame.  Thought to date back to the Crusades, where gonfalons are mentioned as being carried in the parades and used as rallying points of the legions. (1095-1270).  Gonfalons typically bear the arms of a particular person and/or their complete achievement.

Pennons – a small banner either swallow tailed or coming to a single point that is supported on the side.  Originally square in appearance with several pointed tails (11th c), these were typically attached to lances or spears.  Pennons were at the height of popularity through the 12th – 13th centuries.  Pennons typically contain the primary colors of the holder along with a badge.

Pennoncells – an even small version of the Pennon, still used on lances and spears but for more “formal” occasions.

Guidons – a varied form of the pennon but usually possessing a tail or “schwenkle”.  This banner was typically carried by cavalry or leaders of the commissioned fighters.  It appears that the guidon was a very late addition to the world of vexeloids, perhaps as late as the 15th century. Guidons also typically contained the primary colors of the unit along with the badge of the unit placed closest to the hoist.  The schwenkle was also decorated with any badges of honor the unit might have earned.

Banners – when banners first were observed they were typically twice as tall as they were long, over time that changed to the exact opposite, which brings us to the style of banner we are familiar with today (think American Flag). Supported along the side, the banner appears to have originated in the 12th century with no size limitations being known. Although records indicate that competition between banner holders was not unknown, meaning that the mentality of “mines bigger than yours” really did exist.   Banners typically showed the holders complete achievement of arms.

Standards – long and tapering to a point(s) or sometimes even rounded at the end, the standard is considered to be the epitome of heraldic display.  With its history dating back to the 1300’s, the standard was usually limited in size according to ones rank.  It incorporated several elements including the country that one had sworn fealty to represented at the hoist, the primary charge(s) of the holder as well as any personal creeds or motto.  It did NOT incorporate the holder’s entire achievement!  Standards are generally flown to indicate that the owner is present.  Hence, when the holder left his castle, the standard would be taken down.

NOTE: The Kingdom of Meridies has re-instituted the sumptuary laws regarding standards ONLY. Please check with the new rules before creating a standard for yourself!

In order to create the banners, I think of them as Oriflammes, that I have been flying:

You will need:

8 mm Habotai Silk  (also called “china silk”) any width (I use 45”)

Silk Paint or Dye, compatible with the “Serti” silk technique (I like Dyna-Flo)

Water based Gutta Resist (I like Pebeo gutta because it comes in colors and is already in a tube)

Two sawhorses or a fabric frame or some other method of stretching and suspending the silk

Pushpins, rubber bands & small gold pins if using sawhorses 

Sponge paintbrushes of various sizes

For smaller applications  - craft paintbrushes in various sizes

Iron

Rags for wiping up

What you need to know:

The serti (enclosing or fence) technique is the traditional French approach to silk painting.  When dye is applied to silk, it spreads out like a stain.  By using a Gutta (resist), you outline the areas of your picture and the gutta prevents the colors from merging.  This process can be very painstaking and is not for those of a “perfectionist” heart.   

To Begin:

1. Hand-wash your silk in warm water with a mild detergent (dish soap works great).  Rinse the silk thoroughly and allow it to air-dry overnight.   Iron the silk flat when it has dried.

2. Lightly draw your design onto the silk using a pencil.  There are several methods of doing this:

a. Use a projector or projectascope

b. Use stencils

c. Wing it. (
3. Stretch and suspend your silk

a. Use a frame such as Dharma sells.  It is strong plastic and uses “suspension peg/claws” to grip the silk on all four sides.  This is best used with the floor stand, also sold by Dharma.

b. Make your own frame from wood and use pushpins, rubber bands and safety pins to secure the silk.  

c. Using pushpins, attach one side of the silk to a sawhorse.  Stretch the silk out and suspend the opposite side to another sawhorse using more pushpins. Make sure it is a tight as possible without off balancing the sawhorses.

d. Stretch the silk between two hard surfaces and use duct tape to suspend the silk between the surfaces (duct tape generally will not leave a residue on the silk.

4. Silk paint WILL stain.  Ensure that the surface you are painting over will be protected, if necessary

5. Snip a very small portion off your Gutta tube tip.  You want the smallest possible hole that will still allow free flowing material.

6. Starting on the drawn area farthest from you, that you are still comfortable reaching (don’t overbalance yourself) – place the tip of the Gutta tube flush against the silk and gently begin to squeeze.  You want to have enough pressure on the silk that the gutta will penetrate the silk completely, but not too much pressure! When the Gutta begins to flow, follow the outlined areas carefully.   You will outline all of your previous pencil marks in Gutta.

7. Once you have finished your outlining – look at the bottom of your silk and make sure that the Gutta has penetrated all the way through.   You may have to go over some areas if it has not.

8. Allow the Gutta to dry.   This time can vary.  If you are outside on a sunny day with a good breeze, it can take less than an hour.  If you are inside on a rainy day, it could take all night… It just depends on the conditions.  When the Gutta has dried it will feel rubbery to the touch and will not smudge.   

9. Once the Gutta has dried you are ready to begin painting.   Pour small amounts of your silk paint into high-sided bowls.  Begin in the center and work your way outward.   DO NOT SATURATE YOUR BRUSH!!   Too much dye in one area will quickly overrun the Gutta and there is nothing you can do to stop it except try to quickly draw another resist line ahead of the spreading dye.  It can quickly ruin your design!!

10. Apply the paint sparingly to the middle of your outlined areas, allowing the fabric to absorb the dye.  Slowly and firmly guide the dye towards the resist lines.

11. Once you have completed your painting, allow the fabric to dry.  Again, drying times may vary.

12. After the fabric has time to dry, you must heat set it.  Depending on the type of dye you purchased it will either be steam set or heat set.  I prefer dyes that are heat set because steam setting generally requires expensive equipment or complicated stovetop procedures.   Heat setting merely requires an iron and a flat surface to iron on!   Just remember to place a clean rag between your silk and the iron because the gutta can adhere to your nice, clean iron faceplate if you don’t!!  OR, you can throw it into the dryer for 15-20 minutes on a medium high setting, how easy is that??

To Finish the Project:

Depending on the type of banner you have made, there are several ways to hang them.   The type of banner I typically make is to be flown, supported on the side, on a large pole overhead.  The advantage to silk banners is that the material is SO lightweight and even the slightest breeze will cause the banner to fly beautifully.

My banner is 5 yards (or 15 feet long), so the pole we have attached it to it 20 feet long.  You can adjust these sizes and shapes to suit your tastes and desires.

For my banners, I leave a 1 ½ - 2-inch selvedge on the far right side.  This selvedge will still be painted but will not be a part of the design itself.  I will fold the fabric over twice and sew it down all the way, ensuring that the edges are stitched tightly.  I will then use a grommet setter (I like the 3/8ths size grommet for this) and set one grommet at the top, one on the bottom and one in the middle.  Then, using “jump rings” (these are the rings that you find on key rings) I attach the grommets to eyehooks that have been set into a pole.  Make sure you set the eyehooks into the pole at the same distance as the grommets on the banner!   There is also a trick to jump rings, if you put them on and they seem to lay askew, simply take them off and hook them on in the opposite direction.   You’ll know what I mean if you see it. (
For the poles, I use 1 ¼ inch diameter closet road dowels in 4 foot sections (5 of them) or two 10 foot sections of the same diameter (found next to the dowels in Home Depot).  Galvanized steel, thin walled, pipe of a slighter larger diameter (I think 1 ½) are cut into two foot sections to create the sleeves.  You’ll need 4 sleeves for the 4 foot section version or just 1 sleeve for the 10 foot sections.  Assemble the poles using the sleeves and drill the holes while assembled, making sure to mark each pole section and it’s corresponding sleeve (they will have to match up later !!)  Use mechanical screws to assemble the poles.  Making sure that the holes you drill and the screws you buy are of the same diameter.  

For the portable holes I used angle iron from Home Depot cut into a 3 foot section and two 1  ½ inch diameter plastic plumbing coupling.  I attached the couplings with duct tape, one near the top and one about 6 inches lower than the first.  Then I spray painted the whole thing. It’s easy, cheap and anyone can do it.  If you have the capability, cut the bottom section into a point but it’s not necessary, just nice.

For questions or help, feel free to contact me!  halfdansdottir@yahoo.com
Best Source for Supplies:

www.dharmatrading.com
Resources of information:

· The Silk Road Foundation

http://www.silk-road.com/artl/carrhae.shtml
· The Hermitage Museum (houses some of the collection from “The Cave of a Thousand Buddhas”

http://www.hermitagemuseum.org/
http://www.hermitagemuseum.org/html_En/03/hm3_5_8.html
· Norris, Herbert – Costume & Fashion Volume Two 1066-1485, Dover Publications, ISBN 0486404862, 1999

· **Standards and Pinsils and Pennons, Oh My! – great site!! Graphics from Herbert Norris’ Costume & Fashion, Volume Two 1066-1485.

http://www.kwantlen.bc.ca/~donna/sca/flags/
· Societe de l’Oriflamme – information pertaining to the Oriflamme

http://www.xenophongroup.com/montjoie/oriflam.htm
· Towards Less Vexing Vexillology – good general information (some inconsistencies with other sources)

http://cuilcholuim.home.att.net/flags.htm
· Heraldic Display of Banners & Flags -  good general information (some inconsistencies with other sources) – NO bibliography

http://www.ealdormere.sca.org/vestyorvik/heraldicdisplay.html
**Graphics noting Figure #’s from Herbert Norris’ Costume & Fashion, Volume Two 1066-1485.**
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GONFALONS/ GONFANNON
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PENNONS
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Pennons with Badge




PENNONCELLS
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GUIDONS/SCHWENKLE
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 (photo from Kingdom of Meridies Guidelines for Construction of Banners, Flags and Standards)  http://www.meridies.org/as/dmir/Heraldry/1306.html
BANNERS
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STANDARDS
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(above photo from Kingdom of Meridies Guidelines for Construction of Banners, Flags and Standards) 
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These are the two stencils I have provided today, to make your own silk banner.

[image: image9.png]



