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Although digital technology today seems to have rendered handwriting obsolete, what is not obsolete is the distinct pleasure derived from receiving a beautifully penned envelope and opening a handsome handwritten letter. You may have admired a beautiful piece of calligraphy and wondered how to do it yourself. With a little effort, you can learn to craft lovely letters for every occasion.

This book will provide you with the first steps toward developing a calligraphic hand that is unique to you, attractive, and easy to read. The sample alphabet in these pages will help you learn the proper form of letters as they were created long ago, during the Italian Renaissance. Called italic, this is the hand most commonly seen on wedding invitations, hand-lettered menus, and other artful presentations. I will lead you through a series of exercises that will help you acquire a handsome italic hand, and I’ll suggest fun projects that will give you practice in a practical way. I’ll encourage you to try a variety of pens, inks, and papers to find the right ones for you. You will also receive guidance with layout and design, advice on addressing envelopes, and ideas for flourishes and other embellishments.

Of course, results are not instantaneous, and your handwriting doesn’t come with a spell checker or Delete key, but the more you practice, the faster you will improve! So let’s get started.








1.
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As with any effort, the right tools make all the difference.

PENS

Any ordinary pen can be used to make beautiful letters, but the beauty of italic calligraphy is accomplished by using a broad-edge pen. The ribbonlike appearance of the italic alphabet, with its thick areas and thin areas, is created with a broad-edge pen held at a fairly constant angle. Notice that the end of the pen nib is squared off, much like the end of a screwdriver or a chisel. You can see why it’s referred to as a broad-edge pen, or sometimes as a square-cut or chisel-edge pen—these terms are synonymous.
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Broad-edge pens come in a variety of sizes and materials. You can find them made from metal, bamboo, feather, or felt. Some are easier to use than others, and some produce results far superior to others. A broad-edge fountain pen is a good beginning tool. The fountain pen has the advantage of always being ready to write, and the ink flows reliably. A good choice to begin with is a Pilot Parallel Pen. It comes in several sizes, but the exercises in this book will use the 1.5 mm nib, so I suggest that you start there. After you’re familiar with that size you can get larger or smaller pens. It’s definitely to your advantage to have several sizes.

INK

The pen comes with ink cartridges, but rather than continually replacing cartridges, seasoned calligraphers refill their cartridges with ink of their own choosing. The cartridges can be refilled easily with a pipette or an injector. Try several kinds of ink to find the one(s) you like to work with. I recommend starting with Noodler’s ink—it comes in a wide range of colors, making your writing that much more fun. You should avoid waterproof inks, though, as they may ruin your fountain pen if allowed to dry inside.

PAPER

The right paper is just as important as the pen you use. Your calligraphy will be enhanced when presented on quality paper, with its subdued color and notable tactile qualities, and writing on quality paper is a pleasure in itself. Ordinary college ruled notebook paper, however, will provide you with an inexpensive way to practice. It’s lined with just the right amount of space between the lines for writing with the 1.5 mm pen. After you’ve had some practice, and when you feel ready, search out the best papers for your projects. An art store, stationery store, or calligraphy supply vendor will have papers you can try to see which work best for you. All kinds of paper, from stationery to printmaking and watercolor papers, are suitable for calligraphy. See Further Studies and Resources, for sources for pens, inks, and papers.
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It’s a good idea to warm up each time you sit down to do calligraphy. To become acquainted with your broad-edge pen, begin by making loops, spirals, zigzags, ovals, or whatever kind of marks you like. Get used to using a light touch. Bearing down on the nib will do little for the appearance of your writing and will easily tire your hand. The key is to hold the pen lightly and at a constant 30-degree angle. Finding the 30-degree angle is easy.
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The illustration shows the face of a clock. When the right corner of your nib points at 2 o’clock and the left corner at 8 o’clock, that is a 30-degree angle. Practice holding your pen at that angle until it feels natural. (Note: The pen is held at a 30-degree angle regardless of whether you are right- or left-handed. Left-handers may have to turn their paper to get in the proper position.) You may need to remind yourself about the 30-degree pen angle as you go along, but it will become second nature to you before you know it. By always holding your pen in that position, you will see thick and thin parts of your doodles emerge reliably, and you are well on your way to learning calligraphy.


Slanted Downstrokes

Now you’re ready for your first exercise. On a sheet of regular lined paper, make slanted downstrokes of varying heights and depths to mimic the varying heights and depths of the letters of the alphabet. For example, the letters d, b, f, h, k, and l have ascenders—strokes that rise above the mean line—and g, j, p, q, and y have descenders, strokes that fall below the base line. All the rest of the letters are contained in the middle space called the body.
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There are three important things to practice in this exercise:


1. Make sure you maintain a constant 30-degree pen angle.

2. Make sure all your strokes slant in the same direction. These strokes can assume the same slant as your ordinary handwriting, which is something you do already without giving it much thought. It’s OK if you don’t have much of a slant. The important thing is to keep your slant consistent; that is, make the downstrokes parallel to one another.

3. Make sure that the space between downstrokes is the same. The italic alphabet is composed of letters whose sides are straight and equidistant. Memorizing this distance can help you greatly in achieving a beautiful, rhythmic italic hand.



That’s a lot to practice in one sitting, so repeat this exercise regularly until you can do it with ease and a natural rhythm.
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The Basic Shapes

The next exercise will familiarize you with the fundamental shapes of italic small letters (also known as minuscules). Pick up an ordinary pencil or ballpoint pen. Writing these letters with a tool you are already familiar with allows you to concentrate fully on the letterforms. Copy the letters as shown, beginning each from top to bottom, left to right. Use the full height of each line of your notebook paper as shown. It is essential that you learn and memorize the shapes of these letters now before taking up the broad-edge pen. This skeletal version of italic can also be used as the basis of a pleasing form of everyday handwriting.
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Refer to this illustration frequently as you go along to make sure you are making the right shapes. Compare your letters with the example, and make any corrections necessary. A close look at these letters reveals straight sides that slant in the same direction. They take on the look of letters because of what we add at the tops and bottoms of these straight sides. When reading, our eyes skim mainly the tops of letters and tend to skip their bottoms, but both are important in calligraphy.


Proportions

Once you have the italic shapes firmly in mind, you can begin writing them with your pen. Before you start, check that you will be writing them at the right proportion for the size of your pen. Traditionally, the size of the body of the small italic letters equals five widths of the pen. If you know how wide the tip of your pen is, you can multiply by five: that is your body height space. If you’d rather not have to multiply anything, an alternative is to make a pen scale.
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Hold the pen flat (with no angle), and make five short strokes with corners touching, as shown in the illustration. It is then but a matter of measuring the distance between the outer edges of this stair-step pattern and marking it on your paper to create guidelines for your work. The length of ascenders and descenders is largely a matter of personal preference; it can range anywhere from two to five pen widths, but on occasion can go even higher than five pen widths. For now, in the interest of simplicity, make them five pen widths.

Since you won’t always be writing on notebook paper with a 1.5 mm pen, knowing this method makes it possible for you to figure out the amount of space to allow when creating guidelines, no matter what size nib you’re using or what paper you’ve chosen. Keep practicing on notebook paper for now, because the area between the lines conveniently accommodates five widths of a 1.5 mm pen.


The Easiest Letters

The skeletal forms you practiced with a ballpoint pen are the foundation of italic calligraphy. The models that follow show how they look when made with a broad-edge pen. They are made large so you can see the details more clearly, but you will be making identical letters on a smaller scale on notebook paper with your fountain pen. Note that the model letters fill the entire space between the lines, and the ascenders and descenders fill their own space as well. Yours should do the same.

The arrows show the direction and the order of the strokes. Since the sequence for each letter is mainly top to bottom, left to right, most of the strokes will be “pulled” toward you. Look at the models and note where the strokes are the thinnest. That part of the stroke indicates where to start a stroke and where to stop a stroke. If you come to a thin part but haven’t completed the letter, lift the pen and come back to the thin place from the opposite direction. The reason for this is that the pen may not glide easily past that thin line without resistance and splatters, especially when using a traditional dip pen as opposed to a fountain pen. For now, you will write only the small letters. Take your time, and write slowly and deliberately. The capitals and numerals will follow.
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The models begin with the easiest letters first: i, j, l, t, and f. Take note of the stroke sequence and direction. The letters i, j, and l begin with a short entrance stroke called a serif, moving left to right. At the bottom of i, l, and t is an exit serif moving left to right out of the letter

    



Arches
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Curves


    
        [image: ]


    



The “a” Group


    
        [image: ]


    

    

Straight Slants
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Punctuation
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Variations
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Letter Combinations
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