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An illuminated manuscript is a manuscript in which the text is supplemented by the addition of decoration, such as decorated initials, borders and miniature illustrations. 

Most of the manuscripts we have today are of a religious nature. Early Medieval manuscripts were almost always religious. However, in the later Middle Ages, more and more non-religious texts were illuminated. Most medieval manuscripts, illuminated or not, were written on parchment (most commonly of calf, sheep, or goat skin), but most manuscripts important enough to illuminate were written on the best quality of parchment, called vellum.
Manuscripts are among the most common items to survive from the Middle Ages; many thousands survive. They are also the best surviving specimens of medieval painting, and the best preserved. Indeed, for many areas and time periods, they are the only surviving examples of painting.
Up to the 1100s, most manuscripts were produced in monasteries in order to add to the library or after receiving a commission from a wealthy patron. Larger monasteries often contained separate areas for the monks who specialized in the production of manuscripts called a scriptorium. Within the walls of a scriptorium were special areas where a monk could sit and work on a manuscript without being disturbed by other monks. If no scriptorium was available, then “separate little rooms were assigned to book copying; they were situated in such a way that each scribe had to himself a window open to the cloister walk.” The separation of these monks from the rest of the cloister indicates just how important these monks were considered.

Illumination was a complex and expensive process. It was usually only done for special books: an altar Bible, for example. Wealthy people sometimes had richly illuminated "books of hours" made, which set down prayers that they should say at particular times of day.

In the early Middle Ages, most books were produced in monasteries. However, commercial scriptoria grew up in large cities, especially Paris, and in Italy and the Netherlands, and by the late 1300s there was an important industry producing manuscripts, including salesmen who would take long-distance commissions. By the end of the period, many of the painters were women, perhaps especially in Paris.

In the making of an illuminated manuscript, the text was usually written first. Sheets of parchment or vellum, animal hides specially prepared for writing, were cut down to the appropriate size. After the general layout of the page was planned (e.g., initial capital, borders), the page was lightly ruled with a pointed stick, and the scribe went to work with ink-pot and either sharpened quill feather or reed pen.

One of the most important features in the production of an illuminated manuscript is the amount of time that was spent in the pre-production stages outlining the work. A script was typically supplied first, “and blank spaces were left for the decoration. This shows that monks planned their work very carefully ahead of time. If the writing and the illuminations were separate labors the planning period allowed for enough space to be given on each page for each. Many incomplete manuscripts survive from most periods, giving us a good idea of working methods.

Most early manuscripts did not have images in them. As time went by, many more manuscripts had decorated initials and manuscripts that people studied from often contained some images. Eventually, larger pictures were included.

While the use of gold is by far one of the most fascinating features of illuminated manuscripts, the use of bold colors was very important. Color brought the images on the page to life and captivated the readers. Without color the impact of the image would have been completely lost.

Medieval artists used many different materials; even unlikely-sounding substances such as urine and earwax were used to prepare pigments. 
