Basic Calligraphy
By HE Mistress Branwen of Werchesvorde
Many scribes are illuminators few are calligraphers, fewer still are both.

Calligraphy is not for those unwilling to practice because although illumination is also skill and technique, calligraphy, unless you have the mind set can be very daunting. Each letter, word and line can make or break the overall appearance of a scroll. Badly executed calligraphy can ruin a scroll no matter how good the illumination. They must complement each other.

Points to consider.

1. Start practicing the early hands, master one, be comfortable with it, And THEN go onto the next script. It is easier to go from early to later because the letterforms evolved from the previous forms. In this progression the more complicated forms can be mastered a lot easier. 

2. Start with a comfortable nib size around a number 3 or 4, again when your comfortable move down to the next sizes.

3. Remember you are re-educating the muscles, to teach and programmed them to express a new hand. Those who are left-handed don’t think it is easier for a right-hander. The lefter’s main concern is working over work, which can be very wet.

4. Practice your piece in the given area before the final draft. This will help with the spacing of the lines and the words. Adjust the nib size if the text is too small for the area; reduce the nib size if it won’t all fit in. Lastly if that doesn’t work, revise the wording.

5. Draw guidelines. Letters, words, lines and the spaces between are always even and uniform.

6. Keep it clean. Don’t overfill your nib, stroke it on scrap paper to remove excess, and wipe the back on the side of the inkbottle.

How to calligraph a scroll.

If you are a designer/calligrapher you will have a fair idea of what the scroll should look like. The calligraphy should always be done first, but more often than not the scroll has already been illuminated and it is left for the calligrapher to insert the required text and finish the scroll.

 If it is on paper, there is a lot of pressure not to muck it up. Calligraphy is hard to correct, covering errors, removing or inserting words or letters is impossible without destroying the appearance of the scroll. 

If the illuminated scroll is on vellum or man made vellum it can be corrected easily by scraping back and buffing the error.

So if at all possible, if you are required to work on paper, do the calligraphy first and when satisfied, ink in the design and then illuminate.

1. Decide on the size of the space available for the text and signatures.

2. Look at the style of the design and choose an appropriate script that matches.

A Celtic script does not go with a late gothic design and does look decidedly odd.

3. Check whether there is room for large and small illuminated letters.

4. Decide whether lines have fillers, whether those fillers are geometric, flora or fauna, do they have details etc.

5. Make sure ample room is left for royalty signatures and titles and if the scroll has a Grant or Patent of arms, room for the heralds signature.

6. Consider if you have to include space for a seal (s).

7. Has the illuminator completed the arms? Are arms required?

8. Do a dry run, copy the scroll, and insert the calligraphy. When all the bugs are worked out proceed with your scroll.

9. Remember that the name of the recipient and the Award’s Name should have lines to themselves, after all that’s the point of the scroll.

10. When the calligraphy is finished, go over it, check for spelling mistakes, grammar and blots. Remove penciled guidelines. Outline decorative features and fillers. Look at the scroll on the whole, is something not quite right? Fix it.

11. Sign it. On the front if you did the whole scroll, on the back if you are part of the team. Give your SCA name and a contact, just in case the recipient wants to thank you. Also give the source of the calligraphy text and the materials used.

Style Analyze 

a. When looking at a piece of calligraphy which peaks interest some have the ability to copy exactly the letters and spacing, word spacing and line spacing others have to actually dissect the calligraphy and know the mechanics behind the scene.

b. Look at the overall size of the manuscript, big or smaller than the original? Same size? Check if you have a nib size that matches the down stroke of an ‘i’ or a ’l’.

c. Now measure the height of the body of the letters, check a number of ‘a,c,n,o,u,s’.

d. Measure the height of the ascenders and the decenders. Look at the proportions.

e. Next measure the spaces between the letters, take a range, and are some closer or further apart? Is the text straight up and down or does it slant?

f. Measure the spacing between words.

g. Then lastly the spacing between lines.

Set up a work grid and then start to check the actual letters forms and how they are constructed. Make up an alphabet from your manuscript source, if there are letters missing, extrapolate. Do one for lower and upper case letters. Look at the relationship between the letters; are there some shorthand forms? Trust your eye for noting differences. This will give you an alphabet or a ’ductus’. Work on the scroll text when finished and then check the whole appearance. Is it like your example?

The other way to do this is to use a generic alphabet, which has been provided by others in books on Medieval Calligraphy such as Marc Drogin and David Harris, both of which are excellent sources.

Another thing to consider is that you should not expect that your handwriting be exactly the same as your example or someone else’s. No one’s hand is exactly the same as another and it is desirable that you develop your own style within the parameters of the text style you are representing. Your style with practice will be unique and consistent.

Calligraphic terms



Materials for the calligrapher.

There is quite a range of materials available for the calligrapher but usually only at art supply specialty shops.

Pencil
semi soft about a 2B

Eraser
soft white

Ruler
metal edge with imperial and metric divisions

Surface
table or a slanted board, which is smooth

Lighting
which is bright enough to light but not hot or placed where it can cast shadows. Natural light is excellent.

Ink
Waterproof black ink for drawing the design and outling initials.


Non-waterproof ink such as Sumi, which is very black and very fade resistant. Non waterproof inks are better for nibs as the permanent inks make cleaning hard.


Red ink for rubrication i.e. red lettering. Other colors can be made from gouache thinned down.

Paint
Gouache is the best for lettering.

Nibs
Italic or straight cut nibs. Oblique nibs are good for Lefters. There are various nibs available, Mitchell nibs have a good reputation but it is usually up to your preference and experience. Drawing nibs and crow quill for drawing lines and details.

Quills
Usually have to cut your own and keep cutting continuously, but gives very rewarding style.

Technical
Rotoring and Staedler produce drafting pens, which have an inbuilt

Pen
reservoir very handy and practical.

Brushes 
for detail work and painting of large initials. 000, 0000, small and fine is good.

Water
For washing and diluting should be pure. Tap water usually contains many minerals, which can change the pH of the inks and colors.

Paper
There are a variety of excellent papers, which are acid free, vellum is the best. The other, which the Kingdom uses extensively, is transparent Vellum, also known as parchmenta and parchmentine. The weight is 230gm and buff in color.We very rarely use white as the color does not give a medieval appearance and white paint and details tend to have a greater value when on an off white background. This paper is manmade but it has the same qualities as real vellum without the cost. Corrections can be made by scraping back with a round edge scalpel blade and then buffed with an ink eraser or polished agate.

Compass
coins, coffee mug, stencil for drawing circles etc.

Predrawn line sheets
Have practice sheets for the scripts you use more often, coping them will mean you have an quick supply on hand.

Alphabets
Keep copies of all your ductus studies, make up your own reference collection, and refer back to them often, especially if you are doing a lot of different scripts. It is easy to ’contaminate’ your script with the wrong letters.

Some pointers to remember.

Calligraphy is not easy; don’t expect that you will be ‘perfect’ at the first try. Practice is an integral part of being a calligrapher, so even when you don’t have an assignment, practice.

A calligrapher can also muck around with the wording of scrolls. The Kingdom of Atenveldt encourages creativity. Scroll beginnings and endings and descriptive phrases can be changed around as long as the integral information must be included. Remember to keep it in the Royal first person and make it non-gender specific if you are making scrolls in advance, unless you know the gender of course.

Don’t get carried away. Scrolls that are too long will cause the attention in the audience to lag and the Herald to get tired. There will be more than one scroll given at a sitting. Don’t put in anything too obscure, personal or even rude or tastless. The Crown or the herald will not sign it after all it’s supposed to be their words. A scroll should never convey landness with is the perogative of the Crown.

Queen by Right of Arms. The Queen is listed first on the scroll and the King becomes the consort. It will be up to the Queen if the Consort retains the title King or Royal Consort.

 E.g. _______Queen by right of Arms and________King by grace and courtesy etc.

Religious References

Do not put in any references to religious references, as the SCA is non denominational. The members of the society come from many religious or non-religious backgrounds and thus the SCA must be seen not to be bias or bigoted towards any religion, or to violate anyone’s personal beliefs.

Custom Scrolls

Sometimes you are able to prepare a scroll in advance with the recipient’s aid. They may wish to have specific attributes included, or perhaps have the scroll written in a foreign language. With approval of the Kingdom Scribe you can and encouraged to customize scrolls. As long as an English version is made for the Crown and the Herald foreign languages are acceptable.

Awards given with an Award of Arms or Grant of Arms

Again this is the perogative of the Crown. Often a recipient misses being recommended and it comes to the Crown’s attention and it is found that they greatly deserve extra reward or consideration. When this is the case, include the appropriate text wording from both Award texts.

