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INTRODUCTION

Congratulations if this is your first step on your modern calligraphy journey – I’m delighted that you have decided to join this incredible community of lettering lovers!

Modern calligraphy has taken the world by storm in the last decade and I’m thrilled to have helped kickstart the UK’s obsession with it. I founded and run a stationery boutique, Quill London, and we hosted London’s first modern calligraphy workshops in 2014. Since then our workshops have been featured in all kinds of national press, and we’ve seen several thousand eager students come from all over the world to be part of this super-hot trend. Rather excitingly, many have gone on, through our improvers class programme, to turn their new skills into a business or to enhance their existing careers. I’ve met all kinds of inspiring people who have absorbed modern calligraphy into their jobs – graphic designers, tattoo artists, florists, cake makers, embroiderers and stationery designers. Who knows where this could take you!

But equally, I meet hundreds of people who are seeking an opportunity simply to learn a new life skill, crucially something that takes them away from a screen for a few hours. It’s surprising that in this age of digital communication, modern calligraphy could have provoked quite this level of obsession. But perhaps it’s because we find ourselves addicted to our phones and laptops nowadays – calligraphy offers a wonderful antidote.

Modern calligraphy is a style of pointed pen calligraphy that’s based loosely on the Copperplate style, which originated in England as far back as the seventeenth century but was prolifically used by eighteenth-century penmen, and then travelled across the world via the clerks of the British Empire. When framed within calligraphy’s rich 2,000-plus-year-old history, it’s a brand new phenomenon, having only emerged in the last ten years or so. It’s sometimes condemned as merely ‘fancy writing’, and admittedly modern calligraphy is less demanding in its approach than the rigorous traditional scripts of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, so it’s widely practised at a comparatively more amateur level. But this is surely why it’s become so wildly popular. It’s accessible, anyone can do it, and you can create your very own lettering style from it. Just like Copperplate, which has a set of rules that make it recognisable, modern calligraphy has its own set of characteristics that make it so. This book will show you why modern calligraphy is more than just ‘fancy handwriting’. In fact, it won’t necessarily even improve your handwriting.

Every modern calligrapher has their own signature lettering style – sometimes several. As you immerse yourself in this new world, you’ll soon be able to recognise the work of your favourite modern calligraphers. Some styles reveal hints of a formal Copperplate education; others are quite the opposite: loose, wild, organic. My lettering style is on the latter half of the spectrum. I am not trained in Copperplate but I highly recommend giving yourself a basic understanding of Copperplate letterforms, as it’s beneficial to grasp the fundamental concepts that underpin modern calligraphy if you want to produce the best work. Naturally, in this book you’ll be learning my style but I will show you ways to develop your own.

I came to calligraphy quite by accident. A few years ago I began to notice this stylish writing appear on my Pinterest and Instagram feeds, and discovered that it had a name: modern calligraphy. After becoming completely captivated, I realised that it was almost all coming from the USA and consequently, that there was nowhere here in the UK where you could learn it. I thought it could be fun to put on a workshop event in London for our stationery-loving customers, so I found a fabulous British calligrapher and implored her to teach it to us. That class was meant to be a one-off but Quill has never looked back! Since picking up a pen for the first time in that class I was hooked. But like any skill – learning to drive, speaking a new language or playing a musical instrument – it takes time and practice to master. I have to admit I didn’t take to it very easily, and I’ve progressed only through sheer determination. I am a living example of that age-old mantra ‘Practice makes perfect!’ (Well, there’s always room for improvement…)

Modern calligraphy has been an unexpected but exciting twist in my career. I’ve been lucky enough to work with some incredible brands and people, who have commissioned my lettering style for all kinds of projects, from fashion week invitations and events to personalising luxury goods, and from bespoke stationery to tattoos. I’m humbled that Quill, along with all the inspirational calligraphers that we have had the pleasure of working with, has been at the forefront of this revival in the UK.

This book is designed for complete beginners to modern calligraphy and presents a step-by-step guide to help get you started. It’s tempting to dive straight in to words, but try not to jump ahead too quickly. It’s important to get the basics right. If you can learn to have patience, it’s the best way to progress and I promise you will see improvement quickly.

Towards the end of the book I have included some creative ideas for you to put your new skills into use. Your modern calligraphy endeavours don’t need to be ambitious at first – why not try addressing your next letter or birthday card using your new talent?

Practising modern calligraphy is a perfect way to unlock your creativity. Absolutely anyone can learn – it’s irrelevant if you have terrible handwriting and it doesn’t matter if you think you aren’t creative. In the last half-century, scientists have increasingly studied creativity and we now know that creativity is something we all have. It’s a myth that some people just aren’t creative. Being creative is a habit that you can get into. Modern calligraphy is a fantastic exercise for your creative muscle: it requires regular practice to unlock the creative pathways in your brain, and the practice in itself demands your full attention, which in turn rewards you with an almost therapeutic sense of relaxation and mindfulness as you write.

As you start your calligraphy journey I really recommend you to surround yourself with inspiration. Make use of all those digital resources at your finger tips: calligraphy videos on Instagram and YouTube, learn from blogs such as those I’ve suggested at the back of this book, and engage yourself with the worldwide modern calligraphy community online.

Modern calligraphy is a hobby that you can dip in and out of as and when life and time allows. Just have a go and with a little patience, perseverance and practice you will be creating beautiful lettering in no time at all. Beware it can become quite addictive! I hope you enjoy it as much as I do.

[image: image]


1

BEGINNERS’ KIT LIST

THE NIB

PREPARING YOUR NIB

THE PENHOLDER

THE OBLIQUE PENHOLDER

INK

MY FAVOURITE INKS

PAPER

CARING FOR YOUR TOOLS



[image: image]



Let’s begin with the essential materials you’re going to need. Below are my favourite tools for beginners, which I give to our workshop students. There’s a whole world of different tools out there, which I encourage you to explore, but some are more difficult to use than others, so start with the easiest materials! You can find my recommended suppliers here.

BEGINNERS’ KIT LIST

• Nikko G nib

• Higgins Eternal ink

• Speedball straight penholder

• Rhodia dotPad

As your confidence and experience grow, you’ll want to branch out and experiment with different tools. Here are some additional materials you might want to add to your modern calligraphy armoury:

• Oblique penholder

• Sumi ink

• Dr Ph Martin’s Bleedproof White ink

• Finetec metallic inks

• Tombow brush pens

• A range of nibs, such as Brause Steno, Gillott 404, Leonardt Principal

• Layout paper

• Bristol board

• Watercolour paper

• A pipette

• Gouache paints in primary colours

• Gum arabic in liquid form

• Canford black paper

• Blackwing pencils

• Faber-Castell dust-free white eraser

THE NIB

In modern calligraphy we use dip pens rather than fountain pens. The advantage with dip pens is that they can be used with a much wider variety of inks, many of which would destroy a fountain pen by clogging it up. Pointed dip pen nibs are designed to be flexible, responding to pressure to create a variety of line widths on the page – they can make a finer line than any fountain pen.

Modern calligraphy requires nibs that come to a sharp point, rather than nibs that have a broad-edged tip. The good news is that it means modern calligraphy is just as easy for lefties as righties. Nikko G nibs are excellent. They are sturdy, flexible and reliable. Made in their native Japan (but widely stocked all over the world), they are commonly used for the Japanese ‘manga’ comic illustrations.
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PREPARING YOUR NIB

New nibs have an oily coating on them, residual from the manufacturing process, which prevents them from rusting or sticking together. You’ll need to remove this before using your brand new nib for the first time. There are several ways to do this and you’ll find your favourite method, but passing the writing end of the nib quickly through a flame (from a match or lighter) or cleaning it with toothpaste both work – you can even try leaving it sticking into the flesh of a potato for ten minutes or so!

Once you’ve gained confidence with the Nikko G nib, there is a plethora of pointed nibs that you can experiment with (the name is minutely etched into the nib’s shank; you have to look closely!). Choose a nib according to what you’re looking to achieve on the page. Different nibs suit different inks, penholders and paper types. As with anything new, it’s trial and error, but here is a quick crib sheet for some other pointed nibs that I’d recommend experimenting with. Each nib has its own personality and requires a unique approach; from the level of pressure required to how much ink it can take.



	NIB

	PERSONALITY




	Brause ‘Rose’ nib

	A nib for a more advanced calligrapher as it’s not easy to use but, well-loved for its flexible tines. Suits viscous inks best.




	Brause ‘Steno’ (‘blue pumpkin’) nib

	So-called for its colour and bulbous shape. Super-flexible but not the finest upstroke. Versatile with all kinds of ink consistencies. Best matched with a straight penholder. Leonardt’s Steno 40 nib is similar.




	Brause ‘EF66’ nib

	Another calligraphers’ favourite due to its flexibility and super-fine hairline strokes. Suits thinner inks best.




	Leonardt 111 nib

	Rigid flex, suits a contemporary free-and-wild style of lettering. Tough and long-lasting.




	Leonardt ‘EF Principal’ nib

	Also tricky to use but able to make fine hairlines. Use with thin inks. Very delicate and likely to wear out quickly.




	Gillott 404 nib

	Delicate but wonderful on smooth papers and easy-ish to use if you’re light-handed.





DID YOU KNOW? // The Romans were the first to adopt a metal stylus, which they used to scratch letters into wax tablets. From 600AD, Europeans discovered that using a feather quill enabled them to write more quickly than with a reed pen. But it was not until the 1830s that metal pen points came into common use and replaced quill pens almost entirely. The jewellery quarter in Birmingham, England was home to many
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