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…0.0 Introduction

Lettering is everywhere. It labels the physical environment: road signs, shop façades, fairgrounds, advertising hoardings, underground diagrams, estate agents’ boards, manhole covers. It provides information, prophecy, poetry, stories, humour and tokens of value. It forms printed matter: posters, books, newspapers, magazines, maps, banknotes, cheques, licences and certificates. It identifies and promotes: brands, products, packaging, clothing, bags and shoes. It is both illuminated and animated on film, television, the internet, laptops, Blackberrys, phones, iPods, Game Boys and a plethora of electronic devices. Yet at its simplest it is utilitarian handwriting at the tip of a pencil, as we jot down a phone number. From the first minutes of life, when a label stating our name is clipped around a tiny wrist, to our final resting place, a headstone or memorial book, it is lettering that quite literally scores the alpha and omega of our lives.

But how are letters made? Who is it that makes them? Where are they produced? These are the questions that have prompted this book. I have attempted to visually document, record and explain the many processes by which lettering is produced today. I hope the reader will visually experience the process, and not merely read about it. That understanding will be gleaned through seeing, for this is a book of visual explanation: pictures carry the narrative; and digital photography was the medium for over 1,100 images. I made a decision that this had to be a book about real places and that Daniel Alexander – the principal photographer – and I would visit all the locations and record what went on in studios, workshops, and factories. The photography was difficult: machines, acid baths, over-friendly dogs, wobbly ladders, intense heat, freezing conditions and health and safety regulations that restricted the use of tripods and flash, have all presented a considerable challenge.

The range of processes featured is broad and eclectic, covering both design and manufacture, gathering into a single book the expertise of those for whom lettering is a profession and others who merely reproduce letters as an element of manufacture. It brings together craftspeople steeped in years of apprenticeship with those unskilled operators who push a button, relying on precise technology for an excellent reproduction. It has taken Daniel and I on a fascinating journey of discovery, we have travelled over 10,000 miles in two years, visiting designers, artists, craftspeople, manufacturers, technologists, scientists, academics and librarians, all of whom have generously shared their expertise, knowledge and, crucially, granted us permission to photograph on their premises. Nearly every visit has produced a new lead; the more we photographed, the longer our itinerary grew. It is unlikely that such an undertaking is ever really complete, (certainly the impression of my long-suffering editors) as the vagaries of economics, fashion and emerging technology are in constant flux. Some crafts are fading away, clinging to an ever-diminishing client base, others are being revived, while new technologies are continually making processes and even industries obsolete. The photography can only freeze a moment in time and so the book can only really claim to record ways of making letters at the beginning of the twenty-first century and does not include the many others that have already been consigned to history. This is not a book that seeks to record the historical development of lettering, yet it seemed appropriate to identify the origins of a process where possible.

I have pondered long on how to organize and classify the processes for the reader, alphabetically? chronologically? into two-dimensional/three-dimensional lettering? or by material? The book’s seven chapters group common processes together: Hand-drawn and painted lettering;Type casting, composition and design; Printing; Cut, engraved and etched three-dimensional lettering; Moulded and cast three-dimensional lettering, Lettering in textiles, Illumination, animation and motion graphics. I have been intrigued how certain approaches to lettering within one discipline have triggered developments in another and I have tried to cross-reference common features.

The word lettering in the book’s title loosely includes all letterforms both calligraphic and typographic. Lettering in its strictest sense is a one-off – no two letterforms being identical – while typography is the mechanical, consistent repetition of characters of a particular font or fonts.

There have been many writers of articles and books who have dealt more extensively with specific crafts, techniques and processes involved in the design and reproduction of lettering but some in particular have provided an enduring source of inspiration throughout the writing of this book: Phil Baines and Catherine Dixon, Alan Bartram, Robert Bringhurst, Michelle P. Brown and Patricia Lovett, Glen U. Cleeton and Charles W. Pitkin, Ken Garland, Geoffrey Ashall Glaister, Nicolete Gray, Bob Gordon, Michael Harvey, David Kindersley, Jock Kinnear, Robin Kinross, Tony Lewery, Rick Poyner, Fred Smeijers, Herbert Spencer, Michael Twymann, Richard Ward and Geoff Weedon.

As well as photographically documenting the various processes by which lettering is made, I have attempted to feature some inspirational examples, some produced by the manufacturers we visited, others merely illustrative of the process. This book is not a how-to, encouraging the reader to recreate the processes, but I hope it will provide an informed insight for graphic designers, calligraphers, typographers, architects, academics, craftspeople and artists who share an interest in, or seek to commission, lettering in a range of media. I have attempted to explain any unfamiliar technical terms and supported this with a glossary. A list of further reading and the contact details of those companies and individuals who allowed us to photograph processes is found at the back of the book.

Andrew Haslam

 

The anatomy of a letterform

Specific technical names for the various parts of a letterform are used throughout this book. Familiarity with these basic terms will support an understanding of the descriptions of processes that follow. Although the letterforms below are type – the example shows Monotype Bembo at 396 points – many of the terms used are derived from calligraphy. Over the page these terms have been applied to a complete alphabet, together with additional terminology relating to typography. Further technical terms relating to letterpress printing and metal type production and composition derived from casting techniques are then explained. This introduction concludes on page 12 with terms relating to the design and drawing of digital type forms.
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1 Head serif A projection at the top of the stem of a roman letterform. Believed to have been developed by painting on stone with a brush. Progressively inscribed within lettercutting in stone.

2 Fillet or bracket The small quadrant that infills between the serif and the stem.

3 Stem The vertical stroke of a letterform, upper or lowercase from which crossbars, arms or bowls hang.

4 Interspace The ground as opposed to the figure (character) between the parts of a letterform, falling to the left and right.

5 Juncture or Node The point at which strokes converge or from which they emanate.

6 Foot serif A serif at the bottom of the stem of a roman letterform.

7 Stroke width The breadth of a stroke. Strokes may be consistent in width, mono width or taper. Bowls and swashes may include many logarithmic variations in stroke width.

8 Arm A horizontal stroke emanating from the vertical stem.

9 Counter The enclosed, negative space contained within a series of strokes and junctures. Some letterforms, such as stencil forms, have open counters where the negative space is not entirely enclosed.

10 Crossbar or Mid-arm A horizontal stroke which emanates from the stem in either majuscule or minuscules, approximately at the centrepoint of the stem between baseline and cap line.

11 Square-cut serif A serif that ends with a truncated geometric form. Slab serif is a broad, square serif in which a stroke and serif width are similar. A filleted or bracketed square serif is a wedge-shaped serif with flared terminals where the stroke progressively broadens. A tapered serif, where the converging lines run to a point, is often seen in stone cutting. A Tuscan or fishtail (bifurcating) serif is a vestigial serif with a tiny broadening of the stroke which visibly affirms the baseline. A sans serif is a letterform without a serif.

12 Lobe A rounded stroke broadening or tapering from the vertical stem.

13 Swell A term used by some calligraphers and signwriters to describe the broadest point of a rounded stroke. Also used by some signwriters to describe the relative proportion of a letterform, its height to width. A form with swell is broad or expanded.

14 Leg A diagonal stroke emanating from a junction which is often tapering and may not terminate in a serif but a tail.

15 Tail A stroke termination which tapers and resembles a tail.

16 Extended foot The foot is the final element of the leg and sits on the baseline.

17 Termination A generic term for the endings of strokes.
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18 Ascender The stroke of a lower-case letter that extends beyond the x height.

19 Cap line An imaginary line that establishes a common height for the capital letters in an alphabet

20 X height An imaginary line that establishes a common height from the baseline for the lower-case letters without the ascenders or descenders and is derived from the height of the lower-case x.

21 Baseline An imaginary line on which cap and lower-case letters sit.

22 Descender Stroke of a lower-case letter which extends below the baseline.

23 Italic Letters which slope forward and may be linked by connectives so that the letters flow into one another. See the ‘a’ above.

24 Ligature A pair of letters combined in a new form as a special character in a font or drawn as a pair in calligraphy.

25 Thin (stroke) A stroke made with a pen characteristically held at a consistent angle in which the full breadth of the nib is not exploited.

26 Thick (stroke) A stroke made with a pen characteristically held at a consistent angle in which the full breadth of the nib is exploited.

27 Descender line An imaginary line that marks the extent of the lower-case descenders.

28 Scoop A curved line that visually lightens the appearance of a stroke.

29 Incline The angled termination of a stroke.

30 Interline space and leading The space between lines of calligraphy is called interline space, in type this is referred to as leading. The term comes from the strips of lead inserted between lines of metal type to create white space between the lines of print on the page.

31 Angle of italicization The degree of slope in italicized lettering.

 

Upper- and lower-case letterforms

Below is the anatomy of a letterform applied to a single alphabet. Leading can be established by measuring from one baseline to the next. In this example, 60pt Bembo is set on a 72pt baseline, there are therefore 12 points of leading marked in 5 per cent cyan.
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Non-aligning numerals have ascenders and descenders and relate to the x height in lower-case characters, aligning numerals stand between baseline and cap height and relate to upper-case forms.

 

The anatomy of metal type
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Metal type has borrowed some of its terms from calligraphy; other terms are derived from the production process. Metal type has two principal forms: cold metal (shown here) in which the pre-cast type is set or composed in a stick by hand (see below), and hot metal casting, where the type is cast in composed lines of words. The three elevations above and right show a 72pt piece of type actual size.
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The body of the type has a raised relief letterform cast wrong-reading on its surface. The face of the type is inked before printing and pressed into the paper. The bevel tapers away from the letterform to the body. The beard of the type is the space between the baseline and the edge of the body and creates space between lines. The nick is an aid to the compositor, that ensures all the characters are correctly orientated in the stick. The point size is the measure of the cast body, not the printed baseline to cap height.
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Metal type of a single size has two fixed dimensions: the body or point size and the type height (the depth of the type between the press bed and paper). The last dimension is determined by the character width. Uppercase M or W are generally the widest characters, the narrowest, the lower-case i. A square of the same point size is referred to as an em and is used as the basis for metal spacing units: en (half em), thick (a third), mid (a quarter), a thin (a fifth) and a hair (either a sixth or a twelfth).

Type sizes

[image: image]

Metal type is cast in standard sizes, points were standardized in 1886. The standard sizes are factorially related, non-standard sizes, such as 13 point are referred to as ‘bastard’ sizes.

Type width
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All standard numerals are the same width to support the correct alignment of columns of figures.
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Some special characters extend the letterform beyond the body, those combining several letterforms are referred to as ligatures.

The stick, measure and column width

[image: image]

Cold metal type is set in a holder called a stick calibrated in picas (12pts), and used to set the measure or column width. The stick shown here is carrying 72pt Bembo type and is reproduced actual size; the column width is set to the book’s grid. Type characters in the stick vary in width but align on a common baseline.


 

Digital letterforms and type

Many terms used to describe digital type have been appropriated from calligraphy and metal type. Digital type can be output through laser- and ink-jet printers, photographic processes, and used as a keyline to guide computer-aided manufacture (CAM) processes. It is planar (flat) but can be imported into three-dimensional drawing programs that enable designers to extrude and visualize three-dimensional type forms linked to milling or rapid prototype machines, which can produce three-dimensional lettering used for casting processes. A number of key terms that relate to digital letterform construction and digital type production and composition are defined below. Like so much of the digital world, many of the terms relate to production systems not all of which have a visible form.
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Digital technology provides a common platform for drawing both calligraphic letterforms or designing type. The calligraphic forms (right) were originally hand-drawn on paper, scanned, before being traced as outlines and adapted. The lower-case b (far right) drawn by Andy Benedek of Fine Fonts shows a similar approach in relation to type. Here shoulders or side bearings of the type are shown as vertical strokes either side of the character.

Digital type sizes

Digital type has no standard sizes, type can be scaled by percentage or specified by hundredths of a decimal point.

Encoding

The outline of a letterform can be stored in a computer in different ways.

Pixel encoding works on simple binary principals: pixels that make up the letterform are encoded and saved as black, while those that make up the ground and counters are stored as white.

Run-length coding is a more efficient way of storing the letterform. It is made up of vertical lines that terminate at a point where they define the character outline, only the start and end point are stored.

Vector encoding is even more economical with memory as the curved outline of a letterform are stored as facets. Only points at either end of each facet are stored.

Hinting

Process undertaken by the designer either automatically or manually to make the best fit between outline and the screen pixel presentation to improve character recognition.

Interpolation

Process of adjusting the form of a character’s presentation at different type sizes within a font family by moderating between two selected sizes to create a third weight. Designers can then manually adjust stroke widths and counters in the new form.

ISO Latin set 1

The basic set of 256 characters held in a matrix that links through OpenType to the QWERTY keyboard.

OpenType

Launched in 1997 Open Type supports both PostScript and TrueType formats and was developed by Adobe and Microsoft for both Macintosh and PC operating platforms. TrueType fonts have the suffix .ttf while PostScript fonts have the suffix .otf.

Pixels and Bitmaps

Short for picture elements, pixels are the smallest unit of digital storage and can be rectilinear or square. Bitmap characters are stored by area through pixel encoding and are heavy on memory.

PostScript

A cross-platform PC and Macintosh computer language independent of specific software packages which enables users to combine typefaces from different designers and manufacturers. The universality of PostScript has overcome some of the inherent problems associated with its predecessors hot metal and photosetting, where many fonts could only be composed by a particular company’s equipment. The shift has democratized font production and availability. Individual type designers using relatively cheap software are now able to singlehandedly develop fonts which they can sell directly to the public or to digital founderies without calling upon the specialist abilities or production processes of tracers, pantograph reduction, engravers, specialist lettercutters, tooling or matrix manufacture.

Resolution

The quality of the digital letterform both on screen and in printed form: the more pixels per inch, the higher the resolution. The print clarity and crispness of a letterform is determined by the refinement of the outputting printer. Domestic laserwriters may output at 300–600dpi (dots per inch) while imageexposing systems for plate-making, film or paper outputs are capable of running 2,500lpi (lines per inch).

Set width and digital spacing

The complete characters set in metal type is based on the em square, characteristically divided into eighteen units. Each character has a body calibrated in these unit widths, referred to as set width. Digital type divides the em into 1,000 units, supporting characters with individual digital bodies. Consequently intercharacter and interword spacing can be adjusted by these tiny tolerances.

TrueType

A format invented by Apple to support typesetting. It makes use of quadratic curves as opposed to the Bézier curves used for PostScript.

Unicode

A character language that accommodates 95,156 characters and is therefore capable of supporting alphabets, scripts and associated symbol and glyph sets for the majority of the major world languages. Alternative characters can be carried, for example, roman Q, swash Q, small caps and lower case. This universality was clearly advantageous during the development of the internet in the early 1990s.

Vectors

Vectors describe shapes by outline, using straight and curved lines and link specific points on a plane. They are light on memory.
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1.1 Calligraphy

Calligraphy literally means beautiful writing, from the Greek kalligraphia, and kallos, meaning beauty. Unlike type design, calligraphy does not rely on construction or drafting, drawing and redrawing. Each calligraphic letter is individual, described by H. Jenkins as:‘a freehand in which the freedom is so nicely reconciled with order that the understanding eye is pleased to contemplate it’.

The origins of calligraphy stretch back into ancient times. From 3200 BCE, Egyptian scribes are known to have written hieroglyphs on papyrus and calligraphy was practised in China, Japan and Korea as early as 2000 BCE.The Western or Latin alphabet used today was primarily developed during Imperial Roman times in the first few centuries CE.The formal, square capital letters used for Roman inscriptions were derived from earlier Greek characters and are referred to as majuscules. Early Roman handwritten letterforms (in contrast to inscribed letterforms) were also majuscules – all the letters shared a common cap line and baseline – but these rustic forms (condensed capitals with pronounced thick and thin strokes) were quicker to write than formal, square caps.

[image: image]

Carolingian minuscules from the Gospels of Metz (early ninth century). These early calligraphic minuscules inform our modern perception of lower-case characters.

The development of minuscules

The desire of scribes to write quickly led to the development of informal handwriting and the use of minuscules (small letters). The simplest minuscules were scribed using a bronze stylus (writing implement for scratching letters) on a small wax tablet contained in a wooden frame. Once the words had been read, the wax could be melted and the tablet used again. The pointed stylus produced a scratched, single-width line and, as a consequence, the letterforms were functional but crude. Important documents were written with a reed dip pen on papyrus, vellum or parchment (a two-sided skin stretched on a frame, dried, whitened with chalk and smoothed flat with a pumice stone). The dip pen was held at a consistent angle so that the letters were made up of the thick and thin strokes characteristically associated with calligraphy.

From the fourth century CE, Roman uncials – 2.5-cm-(1-in-) high letters – were popular. The forms had large, round counters, very short ascenders and descenders and minimal interword spacing. Referred to as insular uncials, they were initiated by monasteries at the edge of the Roman Empire – Kells in Ireland and Lindisfarne in Northumberland, England.

A combined alphabet

At the end of the ninth century, the Holy Roman emperor Charlemagne (742–814) sought to unify the disparate script styles of the various monastic orders by imposing a new form known as the Carolingian minuscule, developed by Alcuin of York (c.735–804 CE) in the monastery at Tours in France. It was written with a pen held at an angle and used round, open forms and formalized the idea of a twin alphabet, both upper- and lower-case letters were the products of a single-dip pen. Charlemagne’s hope that the Carolingian minuscule would unify the lettering style of his empire was initially realized, but over the next five centuries a range of hands or lettering styles evolved throughout Europe from the original forms. The principle of holding the dip pen at a common angle, and producing consistent thick and thin stroke widths, was retained.

In parts of northern Europe, letterforms were condensed, the nodes and transition points emphasized and descenders and ascenders were compacted to produce angular forms (see p.17) – later termed blackletter because of their colour, gothic after the period, or broken script after their appearance. In fifteenth-century southern Europe, the Carolingian minuscule was used as a basis for the development of humanist bookhand which had wide, open forms, generous ascenders and descenders and significant interline space. Both broken script and humanist bookhand featured paired alphabets in which upper- and lower-case letters were integrated on a single line, as in handwriting today.

The development of calligraphic letterforms from the rustics, Roman uncials, insular uncials, Carolingian minuscules and broken script, was based on the hands or lettering styles not of individuals but of a particular monastic order. Each scribe in a monastery learned his craft in a scriptorium (the room where manuscripts were copied) as an apprentice copying the work of a master. Several scribes would work on different pages of a psalter that was bound into a single codex (ancient manuscript text in book form). Such was the conformity of the letterforms that to the untrained eye they appear to be the work of a single hand. Calligraphy was the principal form of reproducing writing, and the craft skills of the scribe were highly prized.

The invention of movable type

After Johannes Gutenberg (1400–68) discovery of movable type (in the West) and letterpress printing in around 1454, the pre-eminence of the scribe diminished. Gutenberg’s type was often referred to as mechanical writing as the letterforms used in the Mainz indulgences of 1454–55 were modelled on the informal calligraphic broken script Bastarda, while his more famous 42-line Bible of 1455 used the more formal broken script Textura. With letterpress printing, a literate middle class emerged in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe whose interest in literature, poetry, scientific investigation, mathematics, exploration, trade and banking was enabled by their ability to write and to read in both Latin and their own language. The purpose of writing had expanded beyond the domain of the specialist calligraphic scribe, who copied precious ecclesiastical books. Handwriting had become detached from the calligraphy of the Church and began to carry a plethora of secular messages.

In early sixteenth century Italy the forms of the Carolingian minuscule were adapted into Chancery script by the calligrapher Ludovico Arrighi (1475–1527). Austere in form and inclined for speed, this script was ideally suited to legal documentation. It also had a range of alternative decorative majuscules that were used to open paragraphs. Arrighi published his new calligraphic letterforms in La Operina (1522). Chancery script was widely adopted by Renaissance diplomats, scholars and artists.

Engraved lettering

In the mid-eighteenth century, the use of lettering engraved into a copper plate with a burin – a hand-held steel tool – led to the development of a new calligraphic hand: copperplate (see p.19). Engravers devised lettering with flowing forms ideally suited to chasing the burin away from the hand. As a result many of the characters in a single word were linked through connectives. Calligraphers of the time, impressed by the style’s fine lines and flourishes, sought to imitate it by cutting very fine points to their quill pens and italicizing the lettering. This form of handwriting was adopted by the fashionable middle classes throughout Europe in the late eighteenth century. Countries developed national characteristics in proportions, connectives and the lavishness of the flourishes. Distinct versions of copperplate roundhand were developed in the Netherlands, Italy, France, Spain and England. For much of the nineteenth century, copperplate formed the pattern for the formal hand used for teaching schoolchildren. It remained the predominant letter-writing style until the early twentieth century.

Calligraphic teaching, as opposed to functional handwriting, was often formalized and linked with heraldic illustration and illumination. During the nineteenth century calligraphy was taught in art and design schools as both an independent study and as part of a typography course. A revival of calligraphy occurred under the influence of William Morris (1834–96) and the Arts and Crafts Movement in England and coincided with similar revivals in Germany and France. At the beginning of the twentieth century the English calligrapher Edward Johnston (1872–1944), who sympathized with the craft traditions so treasured by Morris, inspired a generation of students, teachers, calligraphers and type designers to reconsider the importance of penned letterforms. Today, most graphic design courses include the study of letterform and some organize introductory workshops in calligraphy.

Calligraphic drawing tools
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Drawing tools used by Rachel Yallop and Carol Kemp, professional calligraphers and lettering artists. Kemp works both by hand, using drawing instruments, and also by adapting or redrawing characters digitally. She develops lettering specifically for brands, logos, straplines and insignia, for many commercial clients. Yallop tends to work with a freer approach and uses a wide range of drawing tools: commercial ruling pens, ruling pens made from old aluminium cans, pointed dip pens, square chisel-edged and round brushes, reed and calligraphic felt pens. Each tool produces a different type of mark and a stroke with an individual character.
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Flat-tipped, brass poster pens, are so called because they are designed for drawing large lettering. The pen is dipped into the ink or loaded with the aid of a brush. The ink is held between the two brass plates in a reservoir. When the pen is pressed on the paper a small gap between both plates opens allowing the ink to flow smoothly on to the page; the breadth of the pen determines the maximum width of the stroke. Thicks and thins are formed by the pen being held at a consistent angle as the letters are drawn.
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Ruling pens were originally designed to draw lines of even thickness for orthographic drawing but have been appropriated by calligraphers for drawing. The pen has a rounded point made up of two flat plates, the distance between which is determined by turning a screw. When the pen is drawn along a ruler, the stroke width is consistent but held at an angle it produces a splattering of ink. Some ruling pens have multiple nibs which draw lines in parallel.
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Yallop made these pens using old aluminium cans. The right side of the pen, which forms the top, is enclosed by a single sheet of metal. The tip is pointed and bellies out to form the ink reservoir, while the left edge of the pen opens to release the ink when pressed on the page. Unlike commercially produced ruling pens, the gap between the edges is irregular and consequently the stroke created is clean on one side and roughly scratched on the other (see p.23).

[image: image]

Pointed dip pens have two basic forms: copperplate pens (left) and nibs with a reservoir (right). The brass nib has a small metal clip on the reverse which forms an ink reservoir. The pen nib is split vertically down the centre. The stroke width in copperplate is controlled by the amount of pressure applied, not by the angle at which the pen is held. The greater the pressure, the wider the nib splits and the more ink flows.
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Brushes are used to load ink on to a pen and as drawing tools in their own right. Most calligraphers build up a collection which includes round, square, and chisel-ended brushes, long-haired brushes used by signwriters, and Chinese calligraphic brushes.
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Permanent waterproof ink, containing shellac (resin used for making varnish), is used for prestigious documents written on vellum or parchment. However, as much of Yallop’s work is for print, the original calligraphy is scanned to become a digital artwork. She tends to write with black ink on smooth, white paper which does not require stretching.

Gothic hands

Calligraphers have developed many hands which today are grouped together as Gothic. These scripts have historical names such as Textura, Bastarda, Rotunda, Schwabacher and Fraktur. Some of them retain both their form and name, but over time calligraphers have adapted letterforms and renamed hands so that today there are inconsistencies between the terms used by historians to describe the development of writing and those used by modern calligraphers in professional practice. The phrase modern Gothic is frequently used to describe a hand developed in the twentieth century from an older Gothic pattern. Many of these modern hands are based on those developed by the German calligrapher Rudolf Koch (1876–1934). They are characterized by full-width principal pen strokes and curved, vertical strokes that create an elliptical lozenge between the characters. It is this form of modern Gothic that Rachel Yallop has drawn below.

Writing in a gothic hand

[image: image]

1 A broad ruling pen is held at an angle of 45 degrees, although many calligraphers prefer to use a shallower angle of 40 degrees. The vertical stroke is drawn first as a bow and then the top of the ‘g’ is formed with a thin upstroke and a thick down. Calligraphers who use nib widths to determine the height of the letter are likely to base the letter on nine – three for ascenders, five for the x height and one for descenders.

[image: image]

2 Gothic scripts are characterized by the consistent figure and ground relationship – the stroke widths, the character’s counters and the intercharacter spacing are virtually identical. The harsh contrast between the black strokes and the white spaces accentuated in Quadrant Gothic is marginally alleviated by the bows, which create elliptical intercharacter spaces.

[image: image]

3 The proportions of Gothic letters do not relate to the skeleton alphabet which underpins so many calligraphic hands. The breadth of the majority of minuscule letters – ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘d’, ‘f’, ‘h’, ‘k’, ‘n’, ‘o’, ‘p’, ‘q’, ‘u’, ‘v’, ‘x’ and ‘z’ – is based on three stroke widths. The letters ‘i’, ‘j’ and ‘l’ are one and a half stroke widths; ‘c’, ‘e’, ‘r’ and ‘t’ are perhaps two and a half stroke widths; ‘g’, ‘s’ and ‘y’ are three and a half stroke widths; ‘m’ and ‘w’ are five stroke widths.

[image: image]

The basic calligraphic principle of maintaining a common pen angle is often broken by frequent pen lifts and returns. Compare the return on the ‘g’ (approximately 30 degrees) with the pen lift on the dot of the ‘i’ (45 degrees) and the pen lift on the ‘c’ (60 degrees). Some cap Gothic letters make use of 40 degrees for thick, vertical strokes, 30 degrees for returns and 50 degrees for pen lifts.

Letter proportions and nib widths

Some calligraphers approach their work in a very mannered way, and always use the same process of preparation. A calligrapher decides on the style of hand, majuscules or minuscules, the lettering size and the stroke width. These decisions affect the x height and the length of the ascenders and descenders. A set of nib widths is drawn up the side of the page to serve as a guide for the x height and the proportions of the ascenders and descenders. For example, uncials might be drawn with an x height of six nib widths, while half uncials may have only five and Carolingian minuscules only four nib widths. The relationship between the x height and the nib width determines the apparent weight of the letter on the page. A tall x height with a narrow nib will create a letterform that appears light, while a thick nib will produce a bold form.

Writing in an italic hand

[image: image]

1 Most calligraphic hands rely on the pen being held at a consistent angle (here 45 degrees). The thick strokes are drawn down from the top of the letter.

[image: image]

2 The thin stroke is made by retaining the common pen angle and writing from the baseline up. In this letterform the thick and thin strokes forming the bowl of the ‘a’ have been made without the pen being lifted from the page.

[image: image]

3 The height of the ascender of the ‘b’ is estimated and the vertical thick stroke is written. The bowl of the ‘b’ is formed as a separate stroke. The pen is pushed up to form a thin stroke and pulled back down to the baseline to produce a tapered, thick stroke.

[image: image]

4 The ‘c’ is drawn down from the top. In this hand the curve is steeper in the top quarter than in the bottom three-quarters.

[image: image]

5 The bowl of the ‘d’ is drawn in much the same way as the ‘a’.

[image: image]

6 The broad stroke is added last. All the characters are independent, without ligatures (two letters connected with a stroke or combined into a single type form) or connectives, but visually they hold together. Unifying the whole design visually is very important to the calligrapher, who carefully considers how letters will combine when positioned next to one another. Calligraphers who work in this free way may adapt the position of each letterform and on occasion the letterform itself, adding ligatures and swashes (extended flowing strokes).

[image: image]

Calligraphic, non-aligning numerals drawn by Yallop with a broad-nib dip pen, held at an angle of 45 degrees. The shapes of the numerals are considered in relation to one another, and some butt up to, or overlap, others. Unlike type there is no common baseline.

Copperplate hand

Copperplate hand is one of the hardest to master as it relies on a dexterity that is very different from that required by other letterforms. The stroke width is determined by the pressure on the page and not the angle at which the pen is held. Copperplate has several variations which were developed in the Netherlands, Italy, France, Spain and England. English copperplate is often referred to as English roundhand or even London script as it was popularized by academics and lawyers in London. Although the hand was designed for everyday writing most professional calligraphers are meticulous about the preparation of the page, drawing up fine pencil lines for the baseline, x height, ascenders, descenders and cap heights. To ensure the angle of the pen is maintained, nearly all calligraphers draw a series of diagonal pencil guidelines at either 40 degrees or, as here, 54 degrees.

[image: image]

English copperplate, also known as London script.

Writing in a copperplate hand

[image: image]

1 It is the consistency of angle coupled with the smooth transition from a thin to a thick stroke that gives copperplate its precise nature. Here the progressive increase in pressure on the nib broadens the stroke, while simultaneously realizing the curve of a minuscule.

[image: image]

2 Unlike most other calligraphic hands, copperplate is not made up of a series of strokes. It is a single line shaped into letters emphasized by variations in line weight and thick vertical and fine looping connectives. The pen is often only lifted from the page at the end of a word or to be reloaded with ink.

[image: image]

3 The pressure on the nib is increased as the pen is moved down the page and progressively released as the loop of the connective is formed.

[image: image]

4 The same letterform drawn at two very different sizes with the same pen. The right-hand edge of the vertical is at 54 degrees, while the left-hand edge has soft, flowing curves. The stroke of the larger letterform shows how the consistent release of pressure on the nib of the pen tapers the line width.

[image: image]

Variations in styles of copperplate are both national and individual to the calligrapher. The looping forms of the ‘f’ and ‘k’ are found in many copperplate hands but the flourishes on the ‘d’ are particular to Yallop.

Formal drawing with French curves

French curves are plastic drawing instruments, the edges of which form a perfect Bézier curve (a logarithmic spiral). They come in sets with different proportions and form the perfect edge against which to draw. Carol Kemp is able to refine hand-drawn lettering styles using French curves and, more recently, digital calligraphy.

Writing with French curves

[image: image]

1 The lettering here has not been drawn with a copperplate pen, as the artwork is A3 and the letter would be too broad in proportion to the paper size. A rough is first drawn in pencil on paper and, once approved by the client, it is redrawn on a ceramic-faced board using French curves and a blue propelling pencil.

[image: image]

2 The plastic curve is shifted and rotated slightly until it finds the line of best possible fit with the drawing on the base board.

[image: image]

3 The curve is held firmly in place with one hand while the pen is drawn around its edge.

[image: image]

4 The advantage of drawing on a ceramic-faced board is that any tiny mistakes can be corrected and lines removed or redrawn. Here Kemp uses a 10a scalpel blade to scrape away a minor blemish.

[image: image]

5 The design stage may take far longer than the artwork. The latter – which has taken about a day to draw and ink in using French curves, Rotoring pen and waterproof ink – shows beautifully controlled flourishes and swirls.

Working with French curves and other traditional drawing instruments enables Kemp to rework ideas and progressively refine a word or individual letterform, and ensure consistent letter proportions, common line and stroke widths, and an exceptionally precise finish.

[image: image]

1 The complexity of this decorative initial ‘C’ would make it almost impossible to draw it freehand as the letterform has many internal patterns, which rely on consistent stroke widths to create the clarity between the figure and ground effect.

[image: image]

2 This script lettering is beautifully even and exhibits the flourish and swash forms made by drawing around a French curve.

[image: image]

3 The secondary line, which mimics the connectives of the broader strokes, appears to lift the lettering for this wine label. The capital forms have been drawn to fit the curve of the baseline.

[image: image]

4 Like the previous example, the form of the lettering here is significantly determined by the variable space between cap line and baseline. The connectives are almost continuous. The phrase or strapline visually expresses the pleasure of drinking chocolate.

[image: image]

5 The ligature between the ‘H’ and ‘O’ gives the name of a manufacturer of chocolate drinks a unique visual identity.

[image: image]

6 The forms of the upper- and lower-case characters are drawn in outline so that they appear to run into one another in this logo for an American hip hop group.

Ruling pens and free lettering

Most professional calligraphers develop a range of conventional hands – Gothic, italic and copperplate, etc. – and like Rachel Yallop begin to adapt styles in a way that is personal and expressive. This looser approach to calligraphy is generically referred to as ‘freehand’ as it encompasses a wide range of styles and tools. Yallop has developed her own set of pens (see p.16), cut from aluminium beer cans.

The visual consistency of all calligraphic hands relies on even stroke widths, pen angles and common letter proportions. These principles are generally practised through conventional hands before being developed in expressive freehands. Most calligraphers are formally taught a set of horizontal letter proportions based on a skeleton alphabet. While the styles of the majority of angled pen hands a calligrapher develops differ greatly, the relative proportions remain the same. This establishes in the mind of the craftsperson a set of consistent proportions shared with signwriters (see pp.30–41) and lettercutters (see pp.132–39), although how common letters are grouped varies. Many calligraphers have been taught on a skeleton alphabet based on a square which is generally divided into 9, 11, 13, or 15 units; odd numbers support the symmetrical letters by centring them on the square. The letters are learned as separate groups of majuscule and minuscule. There are variations but a typical scheme for the majuscule, based on 15 units, groups together: M, O and Q occupying the full-square 15 units; C, D and G occupying 13 units;A, H, N,T, U, V, W, X, Y and Z occupying 11 units; J, K, R and S occupying eight units; B, E and L occupying seven units; F and P occupying six units; I occupying one unit;W breaks with the square and occupies 19 units.

Writing using a home-made ruling pen
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1–4 The home-made ruling pen has a reservoir of ink that is delivered to the nib. One side of the nib creates a smooth line while the other splatters the ink unevenly. Here the ruling pen is used very freely, producing ebullient strokes; the pen remains in contact with the paper and the letters are linked with connectives. The x height is very low and the ascenders and descenders are exaggerated.
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Part of an alphabet Yallop drew using her home-made ruling pen and white ink on black paper.

Writing in freehand

[image: image]

1 The home-made ruling pen can be used with many hands but is perhaps best suited to free, expressive letterforms. The angle of the pen remains the same (here approximately 30 degrees). The outer edge of the stroke is clean but due to the irregularity of the inkflow on the inner edge, the line becomes scratched and uneven.
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2 The letterforms are drawn quickly with confidence and the ink forms accidental patterns, blots and scratches.

[image: image]

3 The strokes are vibrant and the letterforms have a strident quality. The letter proportions and hand are similar to those on p.18 but the quality of the stroke is more varied.

[image: image]

4 By extending the length of the vertical strokes and accentuating the swashes with lavish, curved forms, the scratched edge is exaggerated. The letters do not have flowing connectives like copperplate or the example opposite, but the strokes overlap one another to link, making sharp contrasts between the counter forms and character space.

Brush scripts

Brush scripts can be painted with either a chisel-ended or round brush and tend to be loose in character. They were much favoured by American cartoonists, comic book artists and animators from the 1930s to 1960s. Brushes come in a variety of widths which determine the size of the stroke within the letterform. The strokes are usually made at a consistent angle and the brush is allowed to run free of ink before being dipped and reloaded with ink. This repeated process of dipping and stroke-making creates a smooth stroke edge (here on the left of the vertical stroke) with the tip, while the edge of the stroke made with the hairs nearest the grip is broken (here on the right).

Writing in freehand

[image: image]

1 Here Yallop uses a pointed brush which is heavily loaded with black ink. By pushing the brush down on to the paper and progressively lifting it from the sheet the stroke is tapered.

[image: image]

2 The angle at which the brush is held, usually between 30 degrees and 45 degrees
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