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Editor’s letter . Maintaining a spirit of playfulness

“You can feel the audience,” said my friend, who
has professional training as an opera singer. “You
know if they’re with you.”
I had called her up to ask how musicians keep
their work fresh and spontaneous in the moment
of performance. This is an important issue for
lettering artists—how many of us tighten up
when it comes to making the finished version of
a piece? I suspect a lot of us struggle with that.
Perhaps, I thought, an artist in a different field
might be able to throw light on the question.
My friend went on to explain that, as an opera
singer, “You inhabit the character. What do you
want to put across to the audience?”

make it through this phrase and not take a breath
as I’ve done half the times in rehearsal?”
As we talked, it struck me that one way to put
these fears aside—both for opera singers and
for lettering artists—is to be able to fall back on
craft and muscle memory. If you are singing,
you know what it feels like to fill your lungs with
air; you know where your shoulders should be,
what angle your chin should take; you know to
relax this or that part of your body so that you
are loose but in control. Similarly, lettering artists can draw on their own bodily knowledge to
settle themselves into that zone which is conducive to confident writing. If we are careful

She also explained that the singer is working
in concert with the orchestra, so there is a powerful bond that forms in the moment. The singer’s
senses are heightened, attuned to what the other
performers are doing. They feed off each other’s
energy.
That dynamic is in strong contrast to the
settings in which lettering artists make things.
We tend to work in the privacy of our studios,
or, if we work at a commercial establishment,
in semi-solitude at our desks. We can’t tap into
the adrenaline rush that a group performance
provides. If we have a surge of feelings at the
moment the pen hovers over the blank page, it’s
more likely to be a moment of panic: don’t clutch!
My friend also described a similar anxiety that
can hit her in the moment: “Will I be able to hit
the high note that’s coming up? Will I be able to

to practice on a regular basis, to be intimately
in tune with our tools and materials, then we
can rely on kinetic muscle memory to carry us
through.
I know that there are many other ways of
making sure we don’t seize up at the moment
of making a finished piece. Using a light box,
we can know we are making all our marks in the
right places. Or we can rule up multiple sheets
and write out a text several times, knowing that,
at the end, we can choose the best one. Or we can
purposely decide to work in a way that is looser
and more spontaneous to begin with. But, for me,
the insight provided by my opera-trained friend
is the most powerful cure to fear: being in your
body, drawing from your long years of training,
and letting yourself trust that you know exactly
what to do.

this page:
Two calligraphic
drawings of birds
by Louis Senault, a
French writing master
of the mid-seventeenth
century.
opposite page:
A calligraphic drawing
of a dog from a writing
manual by Antonio
Nolla, published in
Venice in 1855.
Despite the laborious
process involved
in making these
copperplate engravings,
the work retains a
seemingly effortless
elegance and freedom
of line.
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Cover artist . Martha Ericson

By the artist . I learned to write in London in the
1960s, in a convent school where we still had
inkwells sunk into our wooden desktops and
scratchy metal nibs to dip into them. I don’t
believe I’ve been without an ink-impregnated
writer’s bump since then.
I read Laura Capp’s article in issue 29:4 of
Letter Arts Review—“Though womens Workes by
some is Disrespected”—with a lot of interest and
identification. In it, the author asks why more
women do not seek prominence in our field. I
have wondered something similar every time I

Liebeslieder Waltzes
5.5 × 9.75 inches
Sumi ink on Awagami
Mingeishi Japanese
paper. The text was
written quickly to music.
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teach a workshop. As I see it, so many talented
and energetic women deny themselves permission to achieve excellence. Why? Does it detract
too much from their “real” work in the world?
Learning lettering is difficult and requires a
discipline that’s hard to muster when time for
oneself is in short supply. Plus, life asks women
to develop executive skills, like being constantly
responsive to externals while always being on
the go, and though these skills enable parenting,
working, and running a household, they do not
necessarily foster the concentration and introspection that support good artwork. A woman’s
self worth is still often measured by how she
nurtures and supports others. Perhaps these
realities explain a bit why so many women in our
field are outstanding organizers and creators of
opportunities for others, rather than creators of
their own work.
I can relate to all that. For much of my life,

I’ve been lucky enough to earn my living as a professional lettering artist. But as a single parent
for many years, I found it hard to find the time
and concentration necessary to produce much
thoughtful personal work. So it’s a thrilling and
unnerving challenge for me—and a lovely surprise in middle age—to have no more excuses for
not getting the work done!
The pieces offered in this issue of Letter Arts
Review represent a new beginning in a circular evolution that started with wanting to make
beautiful letters, moved to wanting to create
expressive work, morphed into doing what I
had to do to make a living, and now has now
come back to making work with everything I’ve
learned. I aim now to create pieces that depend
less on the forethought and planning I would
have put into them in the past, and more on a
response to how the tool meets the paper, how
one gesture invites the next, and how the meaning of words can be expressed visually. The text
and its meaning will always be the main drivers
and inspiration for my work; half the joy of doing
calligraphic art is submerging yourself in the
words and wrestling to understand them. Legibility is important in my way of seeing things,
but I also hope the work makes an impact on the
senses, like a scent or a note of music does.
In addition to my calligraphic work, I am fascinated with making relief prints. The process is
less directly gestural, though the energy of the
mark-making is as important here as it is in lettering. I love the trickery involved in figuring out
a design where the negative defines the positive,
where each cut that is made equals a slice of light
rather than a dark stroke made by a pen. I have
high hopes for combining lettering and printmaking in the future.
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Because It’s There
1920s tweed mountaineering trousers.
Commission for Fortnum
& Mason, where provisions were purchased
for George Mallory’s
1924 Mount Everest
Expedition. A red handkerchief is stitched with
a diagram of Mt. Everest
as it was drawn by a
team member, showing
altitudes reached by the
men.

opposite:
Tuke
18th-century, red-silk,
brocade bodice.
The artist was inspired
to stitch a bodice found
in a box of family letters.
This would become the
first piece in her series
The Stitch Lives of
Others.

By Holly Cohen . The art of
Rosalind Wyatt is deeply influenced by the word in all its forms
and is often rooted in voice—the
artist’s own or that of her subject. Her
tools for lettering include nib, brush, and
needle. The following interview was conducted
by e-mail and has been edited.
cohen: When did your interest in mark-making
begin? Where did you study and how did your work
evolve from nib to needle?
wyatt: My interest in mark-making began
early—it started with my mum. Apparently,
when she took me for my first visit to school, I
couldn’t yet read or write, and the teacher said I
had to learn before starting my first term, so my
mother taught me. Such as she was (bless her),
she didn’t think the simple Ladybird Books [the
classic British primers] would inspire me, so she
decided to teach me to read and write by getting
me to write out the Psalms with a dip pen and
wooden writing board, when I was just four years
old. Although I have no recollection of this, she
said I loved the black ink.
I then went to quite an unconventional
school, where they taught us calligraphy (again
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on boards and with dip pens) among
other subjects, including Sanskrit,
philosophy, and meditation, as well
as all the ordinary subjects. The markmaking and illumination theme continued through my childhood years. I also loved
art and drama. The themes of written and spoken
words and communication have always been a
passion.
After secondary school, I did my foundation
course at the City & Guilds art school in London.
They had—and still have—a great tradition of
lettering and life drawing there, and these set me
on my way. When it came to choosing a degree,
actually quite a bit later in my twenties, I looked
at all the art schools and felt I just wouldn’t learn
anything of value. I was newly married and felt
that my degree had to pay: it was an investment
for the future.
Then I came across the degree in Calligraphy
and Bookbinding at the Roehampton Institute. It
was different; I loved the atmosphere of the large,
airy studios overlooking green playing fields and
the promise of learning a skill alongside its historical context. Walking in was like stepping back
in time—it had a monastic, quiet air about it,
with people sitting at drafting tables and forming
letters. So I spent three years learning to write
11

SINCE IT WAS FIRST CREATED, THE ROMAN INSCRIPTIONAL CAPITAL HAS BEEN A
TOUCHSTONE FOR LETTERING ARTISTS. IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY, THE FAMOUS
PRINTMAKER GIOVANNI BATTISTA PIRANESI TOOK A UNIQUE APPROACH TO THESE
FAMILIAR LETTERFORMS THAT STILL HAS THE POWER TO SURPRISE AND DELIGHT.

opposite:
Title plate from
Antichità Romane
(Roman Antiquities),
vol. II
1756
Yale University
Art Gallery
Piranesi renders his
inscription in raised
letters on the inside of a
funerary urn. There is no
direct ancient precedent
for this—it is a product
of his imagination. The
letters, following the
curved contours of the
urn, become dynamic,
three-dimensional
objects that occupy
space, rather than flat
graphic elements.
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By Christopher Calderhead . Although Giovanni
Battista Piranesi (1720–1778) always billed himself
as an architect from Venice, his actually built
projects were few. Instead, he is remembered for
his many illustrated books documenting scenes
of Rome, both ancient and of his time. Piranesi’s
etchings reflect his careful examination of the
ruins and contemporary monuments of the city
he called home for most of his working career.
What set his images apart was his highly dramatic, even romantic, compositions. Buildings
were shown in exaggerated perspective with
deep shadows. His renderings were exquisitely
theatrical.
Piranesi’s prints reshaped European perceptions of Ancient Rome. Where earlier documentarians had often offered idealized reconstructions
of the ancient monuments—the late Renaissance
architect Palladio comes to mind—Piranesi reveled in their fallen, imperfect grandeur.
During the eighteenth century, with the advent of the Grand Tour, young aristocrats from
Northern Europe visited Italy to refine their
knowledge of the classical past. They often
returned home with Piranesi images, spreading
the artist’s vision of Rome across the continent.
Piranesi is not generally thought of as a lettering artist, and indeed, lettering is only a small

part of his output. But the title pages of his books
reveal an abiding interest in ancient letterforms.
Like his renderings of buildings and ruins, his
lettering explores the imperfections and irregularities of ancient lettering preserved on broken
fragments.
Piranesi’s lettering was generally not clean
and typographic, although he was capable of
including such refined lettering when he wished
to. And it has to be said that his renderings of
ancient letterforms could be rather loose—
he drew letterforms rather than writing them
directly with pen or brush. In some plates where
he reproduced ancient inscriptions in Rustic
Capitals, for instance, it’s clear he did not really
understand the written structure of the forms.
But if his forms depart from his ancient exemplars in some details of shape and weight, his
overall renderings vividly capture the overall feel
and texture of the work of the ancients.
For those of us who revere the exquisite proportions of the Trajan Inscription and who may
tend to idealize the Roman Capital, Piranesi’s
lettering provides an interesting corrective: his
letters are worn by time and decay, and they
reflect the often idiosyncratic imperfections of
the originals.
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opposite and near right:
Soles Negros, Soles Robados,
(Black Suns, Stolen Suns)
Calligraphic intervention,
35 square meters in size.
Querétaro, Mexico, 2015.
Leonardo Luna
far right:
Portrait of Said Dokins,
taken in 2016 during his
collaboration with the
Monkey Bird Crew in San
Miguel de Allende, Mexico.
Leonardo Luna.
From his home base in Mexico, Said Dokins has launched an international art career that combines
graffiti, street interventions, gallery exhibitions, and a strong background in philosophy. Letter Arts
Review interviewed him. The text presented here is an edited version.
letter arts review: You have made a commitment to working in urban spaces, to making things in
the streets. Why have you made this choice?
dokins: I like to think of the city as a battleground. The interactions of the inhabitants and
architecture create norms which impose an authoritarian regime of textual, physical, and symbolic flows: houses, buildings, monuments, cathedrals, streets, signs. We may not be aware of
it, but we live under intense social control, subject to dominant values that produce and reproduce stereotypes through architecture, fashion, media, and advertising. This is to say that in
the city everything is conceived and planned to establish a code of civil behavior defining how
we should live. By contrast, graffiti is a political action that resists social molds, twisting the
city’s architectonic codes and making a violent effort to disrupt these norms. Graffiti is the
proof of the system’s failure, a symptom showing that something is not working properly in
the city; graffiti is made in places that were not intended for it. The city’s walls are turned into
a canvas where disagreements, desires, and values that are not included in the official norm are
expressed.
I started doing graffiti in the city as a means of my own free expression, outside of institutions, and I believe that intervening in public space is a way to take part in the struggle from a
powerful trench: the street is where everyone gets involved in one way or the other. Everything
you do in the street becomes public; the work is for everyone and it belongs to all. The community—all the people who pass by your work everyday—sees it, judges it, and, possibly, also
participates in it. They may erase it or shine lights on it to have a better look; they may paint
their own messages next to it or in response to it; or they may chat with their friends about what
you have done. In other words, the work you do in public space really faces the public. It is not
like what happens in a museum or in a gallery, where people go specifically to see something
that they find appealing or that they have to see as a school assignment. In the street, you
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