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Tibetan prayer flags spell out “Om mani padme hum,” a mantra repeated by Buddhists.
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In a calligram from the 9th-century Masoretic Bible, Hebrew letters outline a little creature riding a donkey.
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Working with a large brush, this Korean calligrapher adds a vertical signature to his work.
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Dozens of people—not just my own friends and relatives but their friends and relatives, too—gave generously of their time and expertise to help me write and correct this book.
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Greeks say efharisto, “thank you,” for an answered prayer by tying a silver tag on their saint’s icon.
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This practical guide to calligraphy helps you understand how to write every script in the world. I do not try to explain how each language sounds—a different, much longer book—but how it looks when an artist writes it. You will get to know each kind of calligraphy by looking carefully at its shape, studying its masterpieces, grasping its structure, and learning its basic techniques.
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Once your fingers have written a foreign script, your eyes own it. It becomes part of your world. Learning to write letters you don’t read, however, is only the first step. That souvenir you picked up can be a tool that applies your new script’s techniques and tools to the familiar Roman alphabet.

Many of the world’s scripts have survived by rejecting outside influences; Roman letters thrive by embracing them. The Roman alphabet makes friends easily; when it meets a new script, it has always liked to get married and give birth to vigorous hybrid offspring. Whenever you copy a Roman hybrid or create your own, you carry on a tradition that started thousands of years ago. Those second-generation “virtual” alphabets make this book more than just a package tour marching you through the written world. It encourages you to spend time in exotic places without stumbling over language barriers, absorb what you see, and bring home new ways to write.

This book has something to offer everyone, whether you want scholarly insight, artistic inspiration, classroom projects, or a theme for your next party. You don’t have to be a calligrapher to enjoy it; with or without a pen in your hand you can learn something useful right away. You will realize that your everyday life surrounds you with beautiful, exotic scripts. If you plan a trip somewhere outside the sphere of the Roman alphabet—or have just got back from one—knowing even a little about its writing will add a whole new dimension to your visit.

At the very least, you will find fascinating insights about the lives of those who grapple with pen and ink, and love it; you may even want to join them in the world that beckons you beyond the ABC’s.
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To help beginners learn the underlying principles, general categories, and basic techniques common to all calligraphy, some of these definitions are necessarily simplistic; they can be added to as you go along.


ALPHABET

A set of characters that spell the sounds of speech.

SYLLABARY

A set of characters for the sounds of syllables. May be made from alphabet letters by combining a vowel with a consonant.

IDEOGRAPH

A symbol that portrays the meaning or appearance of a word, not its sound.




GRID

Boxes that contain separate letters, syllables, or characters. May include diagonal lines.
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GUIDELINES

Parallel lines that guide horizontal or vertical rows of writing.


JOINS

How strokes connect. Touch (first image), Meet (second image), Overlap (third image), Cross (fourth image)
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LETTER FAMILY

A group of letters that share similar strokes or proportions.


LETTER HEIGHT

A size customarily measured with the pen’s width.
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LETTER SLANT

The degree a letter leans from vertical.
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LINE CONTRAST

The ratio between the thinnest and thickest parts of a stroke.
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LINE ENDINGS

Hairline (first image), Serif (second image), Bounce (third image), Swash (fourth image)
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LOWERCASE LETTER STROKES
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PEN ANGLE

Determines where a broad-edged pen will put the thick and thin parts of a stroke. Customarily expressed as degrees away from horizontal.
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NIB ANGLE

Adjusts pen angle to more comfortable hand position.
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ROTATABILITY

A word’s capacity to reveal a different meaning when turned 90° or 180° or mirrored.

[image: ]




STROKE DIRECTION ARROW STROKE SEQUENCE NUMERAL
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VIRTUAL ALPHABET

Roman letters that have a non-Roman calligraphic style. Sometimes called a “Faux” alphabet.



WORD

Letters that make meaning when grouped or connected, as shown below in the Arabic word for “word” in Kufic style.
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WRITING TOOLS

Monoline pen makes strokes of equal width. Flexible brush or pen widens a stroke when pressed down. Broad-edged pen makes thin or thick strokes, depending on pen angle and stroke direction. Stylus digs or presses grooves without ink. Stamp transfers inked images onto surfaces, or presses down into soft material.
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This book guides you on a virtual trip around the world–and beyond—to visit the native land of any calligraphy that interests you. It maps out the landscape of writing and suggests where to go on your visual voyage, offering you many perspectives on the world’s scripts and the calligraphers who write them.


IMMEDIATE VISUAL UNDERSTANDING

This book lets you skip, or postpone, learning how to read foreign languages while you learn how to write foreign scripts. Just as you don’t have to speak Italian to enjoy Italian opera, you don’t have to know Thai to be charmed by Thai calligraphy, or speak Arabic to recognize the most common phrases. In fact, you see more clearly if you do not try to decode a message while you look at a form.


[image: ]

From the base of a 14th-century Maya scribe’s inkwell, the glyph for “inkpot” looks inky in any language.



EXPERT TECHNIQUES

Words on a page tell the story of the hand that wrote them. You will learn to find clues in any piece of calligraphy about how it was made. Nearly invisible marks on an Ethiopic parchment page, for instance, explain the whole book’s design when you learn their purpose. Like knowing about what is hidden under the sidewalks and behind the walls, this book lets you bring X-ray vision to every kind of writing you see.
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Ethiopic scribes ruled faint guidelines with a stylus by joining the pinholes shown on this page.




THE MIND OF THE MAKER

The calligraphy in this book will raise your visual and spiritual IQ. With or without knowing a language, you will learn firsthand why its letters look the way they do. Once you have made the effort to grind your own ink and create a simple circle with a Chinese brush, you will know things about Buddhist philosophy you couldn’t discover in years of research. And each new insight helps you see more in the next script you encounter.
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Meditate by writing calligraphic circles.




SELECTED GEMS

Another benefit of this book is that you won’t have to travel from country to country in order to see the best and most instructive examples of each script. Every chapter offers a rich choice, from national treasures to money to improvised signage. Each image is chosen to help you see through a calligrapher’s eyes.
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Painter Robert Motherwell’s 1978 “Reconciliation Elegy” evokes bold Chinese calligraphy brushstrokes.
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Enya Keshet’s lacy half-circles of very small Hebrew text surround a prayer for safe pregnancy, lettered by Sharon Binder.
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Forming pre-Roman runes from a material that alludes to their Norse origins, calligrapher Richard Widhu arranges birch twigs on a richly colored background of birch bark. (Rune-writers long ago named their alphabet styles “Long Branch” and “Short Twig,” as shown in the Celtic and Runes section.)

OPEN STUDIOS

This book gives you privileged entry into the studios of calligraphers who will share their lives with you. You will see how they sit, make their pens, and organize their desks, and learn how they feel about what they write–not only the traditionalists at the core of the craft but also the innovators at its cutting edge.
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Calligraphy can sum up a time and place better than the most scholarly article. Government propaganda about progress in rural electrification was celebrated inside these Mongolian words, much like the scenes that fill medieval illuminated capitals. The scribe’s ingenuity replaced pointed strokes with tiny ligtbulbs, and made swashes out of sheaves of wheat.

If you linger to enjoy the view from the studio, you will also learn how these calligraphers dream up what else a letter can do beside just make words visible. Some arrange letters into pictures, while others integrate pictures into letters; many experiment with color. A few who are not trained as calligraphers have been inspired by calligraphy to explore new ideas in their own art.

CULTURAL CATALYSTS

Calligraphy opens a window into the politics, religion, and culture of any place you visit in this book, framing the historical forces, as well as individuals
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Mao Tse-tung is shown in a 1967 poster writing, “Heavenly Thunderstorm Opens up a New Universe; Bomb the Headquarters.” While condemning so many other arts in mid-century China as decadent, Chairman Mao took special pride in his own calligraphy, which has been immortalized in a typeface.



SOUVENIRS
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You can add a stylized red signature with the kind of chop that Chinese, Korean, Mongolian, or Japanese calligraphers use to finish their work.



HOMECOMING
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