letter arts review 31:3 . Susan Skarsgard explores the potential of the alphabet
Lettering artists describe the tools of their trade
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In our long feature article
in this issue, we focus on
lettering artists’ favorite
tools.
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The editor’s letter . Numerals
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I’ve just begun my once-a-year class in calligraphy for design students. Because they are in
a full-time graphic design program, I not only
introduce them to a range of standard edged-pen
scripts, but I also focus a great deal on the history
of our alphabet, showing how the letterforms we
use today grew over the course of more than a
thousand years, before they became more or less
standardized with the advent of printing. I enjoy
showing them the repeated revivals of classical
Roman Capitals, and we spend time looking at
the reasons our alphabet—along with Greek and
Cyrillic—mixes majuscules with minuscules. In
this regard, our writing system differs from, say,
Hebrew, Arabic, or Chinese, which have neither
capitals nor italics. I feel that a grounding in this
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history can help my students apply their calligraphy class to the broader worlds of typography
and lettering.
One great challenge is teaching them to write
numerals. This is probably at least partly due to
the fact that numerals were given short shrift in
my own training. When I was learning calligraphy at Roehampton, we spent week after week
discussing minute details of the letters of the
alphabet. For the numerals, however, we were
largely left on our own with a simple exemplar
to copy. But I think the reason numerals are so
tricky has a deeper cause: they are inherently
foreign to the rest of our tradition. Because they
came into use in Europe in the late Middle Ages,
they did not evolve in tandem with our historical
scripts. They were a fully-formed import via the
Arab world. The modern Arabic numerals as they
are used in the Middle East—١٢٣٤٥٦٧٨٩٠—
are clearly distinct in shape from Arabic letters,
but it seems to me they sit comfortably with
pen-written Arabic scripts. When Europeans
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began to use these numerals, they had to figure
out ways to make them mesh with our Roman
alphabet. Early European forms of Arabic numerals were quite variable. It took time for them to
settle into the familiar forms we use today.
I always teach two versions of the numerals.
One set is made up of numbers of uniform height.
These correspond to our capital letters. The other
set has ascenders and descenders—to use a typographic term, they are old-style figures. These
blend in nicely with text written in minuscules.
When written with edged pen, numerals seem
to require more subtle adjustments than the
letters of the alphabet. Like our letters imported
from Greek—K, Y, and Z—some numerals have
diagonals that require shifts in pen angle. In the
case of the number 2, this may require manipulating the pen through the stroke, as the top
curve may want a steeper angle than the diagonal
that comes down to the base. The numerals 6 and
9 often cause trouble; their long projections can
be made in a variety of ways, but I often find it
best to flick through those strokes, twisting my
pen in ways I might not otherwise do when writing a formal beginner’s script. The way the bowls
of these two numerals connect to their curved
backs can also be vexing for beginners.
Looking at examples from our calligraphic
history, I find it striking that numbers often provided a visual contrast to the steady rhythm of
the alphabetic writing. Their spacing was often
wider, and the forms themselves more open
than the letters in the scripts they accompanied.
Although this is a historical feature of Arabic
numerals in Western manuscripts, I think it’s
important to make sure our calligraphic numbers blend in as seamlessly as possible to the text
around them. That’s not easy.
Walking my students through the complexities of our alphabet and our numerals
always reminds me of the rich cultural history
of these familiar forms. There is an accumulation of visual lore embedded in these forms that
bespeaks centuries of development and crosscultural fertilization.
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Twenty-six alphabets
Susan Skarsgard’s portfolio of prints explores many dimensions of the alphabet.

By Susan Skarsgard . I know—it’s been a while. A
couple years ago, my friend and fellow calligrapher Maria Giudice and I crashed the calligraphy
conference in Colorado. It had been over twenty
years since I attended one of these events. It was
so much fun to see old pals and view the exhibits. At the reception, after the evening lecture,
there were many former students and friends
who came up to greet me, and, as often occurs in
these types of interactions, there was a singular
commentary theme emerging, to my ears alone.
People kept saying: “What happened to you?”
and, “You used to be really good!”
I found this very amusing. I also wondered if
they realized that it was me, standing there right
in front of them.
In any case, here I am, all these many years
later, still interested in letters and the folks that
make them.
I did take a significant detour in my career
and have worked as a designer at General Motors
for the last 23 years. The first 12 years, I designed
emblems and nameplates for cars and trucks,
among other graphic pursuits. Now, I am the
manager of a department that my staff and I
founded called the GM Design Archive & Special
Collections. This is the official repository for
everything related to the rich and important
history of design at GM. I continue to work as
a designer, lecturer, and art director on many
special projects related to automotive design and
the GM Technical Center, which is a masterpiece
of mid-century modern architecture, designed
by Eero Saarinen. My work at General Motors has
been, and continues to be, an interesting and very
engaging job.
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Opposite: an alphabet from Susan Skarsgard’s 26 of 26 portfolio. The individual
prints do not have separate titles; they appear throughout this article without
additional captions. Above: sketches for the image opposite. The logo at the top of
this page was designed by the artist.
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OPENING
THE
TOOLBOX
Introduction

By Christopher Calderhead . All artists who work
in physical media—as opposed to conceptualists and those whose work is fabricated by
others—have a deep relationship with their
tools. Those of us engaged in hand-lettering
use many highly specialized tools, largely
unknown to artists in other fields.
I asked a group of lettering artists, almost
all of whom have had their work featured in
Letter Arts Review, to send me photographs
of a few of their favorite tools, along with
descriptions of how these implements were
used. The pages that follow will show you the
results of my request.
The artists who sent me pictures and
descriptions have created, in effect, brief
self-portraits, rendered in the tools they
like to use, the photographs of their work
spaces, and the samples of letter art that they
included. Tidy, neat spaces contrast with others that are riotous concatenations of stuff.
Reading these accounts, I learned a great
deal, not only about the technical qualities of
different tools, but also about mentors, relationships, and the history of our field. And
about the real passion that guides so many
people’s work.
The words accompanying the images that
follow were written by the artists themselves.
They have been edited for length and clarity.
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Amity Parks’ Handwritmic Brody Neuenschwander pen.

Amity Parks’ Tim Leigh folded pen.

In Amity Parks’ studio.

Amity Parks’ tools
Tim’s Pen: My handmade folded pen, made by Tim Leigh of Portland,
Oregon, is one of my favorite pens. Like a cola-pen, but sturdier, it is
designed to have the versatility to make both fine and broad strokes. I use
it primarily for fine lines, lifting it up onto its point and using it to draw
letters. I can get precise outlines, then tip it slightly to flood the shape
with ink.
Handwritmic Brody Neuenschwander ruling pen: This pen is made in
Italy by Handwritmic and is endorsed by Brody, whose signature adorns the
pen. It is a gold-plated, ruling-type pen with two differently sized edges,
for a variety of line widths. What I love about this pen is the way it makes a
beautiful chattery, splattery mark with gestural strokes.
Tombow Mono Zero round eraser: I recommend this tool to all of the
students who take my pencil classes. It’s a tiny, round, pencil-style, white
eraser that is great for erasing small areas. The eraser itself is firm and effective but doesn’t damage papers. I use it to make corrections on my pencil
work, but also to erase graphite lines when needed on my ink work. Every
artist should have one of these erasers in every room of the house. My
X-Acto is jealous because I love my Mono Zero so much.
40

Letter Arts Review 31:3

