
From childhood, Donald Jackson dreamed of creating a handwritten,
illuminated Bible. He communicated that ambition to
the monks of Saint John’s Abbey in 1995, and they embraced
this dream. In Wales, at Jackson’s scriptorium, and in Collegeville,
Minnesota, among a community of monks living according to
the ancient Rule of Saint Benedict, the dream of a masterpiece in
art and biblical scholarship took shape. In 1998 the contract was
signed and on Ash Wednesday, March 8, 2000, the first words
were written. Its completion would take almost ten years.

“If as we enter the third millennium, one Benedictine
monastery is linked to a Bible that is being written by
hand—laboriously, joyfully, over many years—that is
a powerful contribution to the entire world.”

  Br. Dietrich Reinhart, OSB
  President, Saint John’s University

Donald Jackson is one of the world’s leading calligraphers and
best-known contemporary scribes and illuminators working in
Britain or North America. Jackson combines a facility for working
with ancient materials with a commitment to modern letter
forms and innovation. Still, he mines the riches of contemporary
images—satellite photos and Indian bedspreads—and values a
good rubber stamp. The project is inspiring a new generation of
calligraphers and introducing people all over the world to the arts
of calligraphy, illumination, and pre-printing press bookmaking.

“The Benedictine tradition at its best challenges us
to think boldly and to cast our ideals in forms which

will be valid for centuries to come . . . . ”
These words of Abbot Baldwin Dworschak refer to the design
requirements for a new church at Saint John’s Abbey and University
in 1950. The result was the commissioning of Bauhaus architect
Marcel Breuer and the construction of the Abbey Church,
completed in 1961. It has been called “a milestone in the evolution
of the architecture of the Catholic Church in this country.”
This kind of vision can be seen in the commission decades later of
The Saint John’s Bible.

Artistry and craftsmanship are hallmarks of Benedictine tradition.
The Rule of Benedict even includes a chapter on the role of the
artist or artisan. Monasteries of the Middle Ages were places
where books were made. During some periods of history, they
were the only centers of book production. Today at Saint John’s
monks are actively engaged in the visual and performing arts as
well as a variety of traditional crafts. Studios and workshops are
scattered throughout campus. Monks are also involved in digital
preservation of ancient manuscripts from around the world at the
Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, the physical home of The Saint
John’s Bible. The past is valued, and the future is anticipated.

The manuscript is written on calfskin vellum. It takes roughly a
day’s work, between seven and thirteen hours, to write a single
page. When finished, the project will have used more than 250
skins for 1,150 pages.

All the script is written using quills hand-cut by the calligraphers.
Only the largest flight feathers, called “primaries,” are used to
make quills for writing: goose quills for the main body of text,
turkey and swan feathers for the heavier letterforms.

Letters are written in lamp black ink from nineteenth-century
Chinese ink sticks. The ink sticks are ground in an ink stone with
distilled water.

A few elements are written using vermillion. The cakes of paint
are mixed with egg yolk and water to make paint that is of a
thicker consistency than the stick ink. It is loaded into the quills
with brushes.

Gold and silver leaf make the manuscript truly illuminated.
Working in gold is challenging. Using the moisture of breath
imparted through a bamboo tube, the artist activates the glue
binding agent in gesso until it will bond with the gold leaf.
Burnishing tools and brushes are used to finish the gilded
image.



The script used in The Saint John’s Bible is unique. Donald Jackson
designed it with three qualities in mind: the text had to be readable,
modern, and appropriately dignified for the Bible. But more
than that, he wanted a text with speed, flexibility—”juice.” The
Bible is a living Word and needs to be alive on the page as well.
As with any handmade object, there are slight variations in the
text. Some of these add personality to the page—a flourish on a
descending letter “p” or “y” at the bottom of the page or into
the margin. Some are a result of the personality of the scribe, or
the cut of the quill, or the nap of the vellum page. In the Psalms
volume, a subtle variation on the main script was designed for
each of the five books by the scribe who wrote it, adding more
variety to the text.

From the beginning Donald Jackson has worked closely with the
Committee on Illumination and Text (CIT). The CIT is a group of
theologians, art historians, biblical scholars, and artists brought
together by Saint John’s to advise the project. After choosing the
passages to be illuminated, they developed a series of reflections
on biblical, theological, and artistic issues to be addressed in
Jackson’s illuminations.

Reflecting Benedictine values, the illuminations and text treatments
particularly highlight three biblical themes:
  • Hospitality
  • Conversion of life
  • Justice for God’s people

“The illuminations are not illustrations. They are
spiritual meditations on a text. It is a very Benedictine

approach to the Scriptures.”

Fr. Michael Patella, OSB, Chair of the CIT

Illuminations are by nature interpretations of the text, and thus
both theological and symbolic. As artistic director, Donald Jackson
created, collaborated on, or commissioned all the illuminations
for this project. The techniques and images come from a variety of
sources, including Eastern Orthodox icon painting, renaissance
traditions, Muslim tapestry, Native American basketry, liturgical
vessels, architecture, cave paintings, and computer images.

Sketches are followed by page mock-ups and then a layered,
tactile construction to hone the details of the design. Finally, all
the tools of the artist are brought to bear on the vellum to create
the actual illumination.

Calligraphy, design, and painting come together in the exquisite
text treatments throughout the book. The passages chosen for
treatment highlight particular themes, such as social justice and
feminine images of God, well-loved and well-known verses, or
liturgical texts, including special prayers of monastic life. More
than that, they invite the reader to stop and contemplate, to
enter fully into the text as Word.

Even an error is an opportunity for artistry. When a line of text is
missed by the scribe, it is written in the margin and assisted to
its place, in this instance by a bee that hoists the line on a pulley
system based on one of Leonardo da Vinci’s drawings.



The New Revised Standard Version translation of the Bible was
chosen because it is theologically sound and its predecessor, the
Revised Standard Version, is officially authorized for use by most
Christian Churches: Protestant, Anglican, Roman Catholic, and
Eastern Orthodox.

The illuminations reflect a contemporary approach to biblical
interpretation and incorporate imagery from Eastern and Western
religious and cultural traditions.

Multiple images of the human and divine are intended to expand
our vision. As we embrace more ways of seeing God and ourselves,
we learn what is required of us as God’s people in the global
community.

Donald Jackson utilizes the talents of scribes and other artists.
The margins showcase the natural history illustrations of Chris
Tomlin, and several illuminations incorporate original portraits by
contemporary iconographer Aidan Hart. Artists Thomas Ingmire,
Sally Mae Joseph, Suzanne Moore, Hazel Dolby, Sarah Harris,
Andrew Jamieson, and Diane M. von Arx also contributed illumina-
tions, text treatments, or collaborated on illuminations.

A total of five scribes worked with Jackson to write the text. The
original team included Sue Hufton, Brian Simpson, and Sally
Mae Joseph, who were joined by Susan Leiper and Angela Swan.
They learned the original script and worked in both the scriptorium
and their home studios. Hebrew text was written by
Izzy Pludwinski.

The Saint John’s Bible is a modern manuscript. It recaptures the
spirit of the great medieval Bibles, yet it grows out of a 
contemporary artistic and theological sensibility. A list of values was
written down at the beginning of the project to record the links
between the mission of the monastery and the creation of this
hand-written and illuminated Bible. Key among these values is a
desire to ignite the imagination, glorify God’s Word, foster the
arts, and revive tradition. Another purpose was to “give voice”
to the excluded and underprivileged by highlighting passages
that lift up the marginalized.

Not since the printing press came into widespread use in the
latter half of the fifteenth century has a hand-written Bible of
this magnitude been commissioned. This is a “cathedral” of a
project in terms of time, money, labor, and craftsmanship. But
also in terms of the theological and artistic energy dedicated to
it, and the hope of what it will inspire in others—both those who
come to see the work of art and the faithful who incorporate the
images and words into their lives.

Everything about The Saint John’s Bible is alive—its supple skins,
the quills suggesting the outermost limit of flight, the flowing
script, the charged and dynamic illuminations, the interpretations.
More than this, the Bible has proven its ability to ignite imagina-
tions.

It has succeeded in drawing attention to traditional arts.
Further, it has opened new ways for us to contemplate the Scriptures
and, ultimately, our connection to God.

“The continuous process of remaining open and accepting
of what may reveal itself through hand and heart on a
crafted page is the closest I have ever come to God.”

Donald Jackson, Artistic Director

“In the days before printed books, people must have

thought and felt differently about words on the page:

words were written with discipline, slowly and

thoughtfully. It was a kind of outward expression of that

ruminating over the words of the Bible which shaped the

inner world of reflective believers, especially monks.

This project not only revives the ancient tradition of the

church sponsoring creative arts: it also offers an insight

into that lost skill of patient and prayerful reading. We

tend to read greedily and hastily, as we do so many other

things: this beautiful text shows us a better way.”

 Rt. Revd. Rowan Williams
 Archbishop of Canterbury
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