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In this thesis, I examine the handwritten letters 
from my past as a lens to understand the role 
of  handwriting as a technology in the present 
moment. My motivation is spurred by my own 
personal archive of handwritten ephemera. 
The handwritten, signatures for example, have 
not been totally replaced by digital methods 
of verification. Our handwriting is tied to our 
identities in both positive (self-expression) and 
negative ways (shame and punishment). 

Handwriting connects us to the touch 
world. In graphic design, I examine the use of 
handwritten digital fonts as well as handwriting 
in DIY publications. 

My methods are based in both 
autoethnography and research. This thesis 
posits that there continues to be a place for the 
handwritten. Digital technologies to reduce 
bureaucracy will replace burdensome paperwork. 
This will be a relief. However, our fascination 
with what is handwritten, seeing the hand of the 
maker, binds us in a common humanity. 
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Abstract

This thesis is about the place of handwriting as a 
method of communication both in graphic design and 
in our personal narratives. Also, what handwriting 
signifies in our digital landscape.
 The impetus for this idea developed after my 
mother’s death and my relationship with letters 
from her and how these letters told a story of our 
relationship. It is also tied to the ways handwriting is 
connected to the touch world; our human need to be 
connected, and the role handwriting has as a signifier 
for human touch and making.
 Handwriting is tied to our personal identities: We 
might be proud of our beautiful or eclectic writing or 
shamed by its perceived messiness. We may be judged 
as unintelligent by our handwriting. I examine the 
ways we attempt to bring the handwritten into our 
design practices in a culture that looks to handwriting 
for meaning when we design digitally.
 My wish is that this thesis is of interest to you 
and how you define your relationship with your own 
handwritten artifacts and personal archives. Perhaps 
you are in custodial care of such ephemera.
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How Do We Learn to Write?

 Spencerian Script was replaced by the 
Palmer Method, developed by Austin Palmer. 
Spencerian Script was possibly considered too 
feminine, too ostentatious, too flamboyant. The 
Palmer Method was designed for commerce, to 
simplify penmanship, to transfer it into “rapid, 
plain, unshaded, coarse-pen muscular movement 
writing.” 3 Palmer was interested in consistency, 
legibility, and speed in writing.
 Like Spencerian, the Palmer Method was 
advertised as a way to uplift people. Palmer  
was more vocational and reform-minded. His  
script had an “ethical value”: “Penmanship 
training ranks among the most valuable aids in 
reforming ‘bad’ children” and is “the initial step 
in the reform of many a delinquent … in order to 
preserve social order ….” 4
 The expectation in writing in the Palmer 
Method was that everyone’s handwriting would 
look the same. Industrialization in this era imposed 
the idea of an assembly line and mass production. 

 The pedagogical method was based on 
posture, drills, repetition and consistency in 
writing. Left-handedness was discouraged. This 
instruction was widely adopted by U.S. schools  
and is very similar to the script that is taught today. 
The Palmer Company went out of business in 1987. 
 The Zaner-Bloser method is another cursive 
style and was developed by penman Charles Paxton 
Zaner. The Zanerian College of Penmanship was 
founded in 1895 in order to teach handwriting, 
develop master penmen and sell handwriting 
supplies. Zaner-Bloser exists to this day and hosts 
an annual handwriting competition for children. 
 Initially, learning how to write is a lesson in 
conformity. We are given a model of what a letter 
should look like, how to form it, and we perfect 
the making of it by practice. In Colonial America, 
penmanship was taught as a mercantile skill on par 
with bookkeeping and had an element of public 
self-presentation. 
 “In the eighteenth century, calling cards, 
trade cards, mercantile letters, even the mundane 
bill of exchange involved just such a presentation 
of the self—before society, before one’s clientele, 
before one’s business associates—and handwriting 
acted as the proper vehicle for that enterprise.” 5
 In Victorian America, advanced penmanship 
training was associated with an introduction to 
the business world for boys. For girls, penmanship 
was used for social skills such as letter writing and 
keeping a journal. For girls and women, writing 
was more of a visual art, rather than a literary skill, 
on par with embroidery.
 During this time, the teaching of penmanship 
was deskilled in urban schools in order to have a 
greater impact: Writing masters were displaced by 
classroom teachers. There was a strong emphasis 
on gaining control over the body through rigorous 
constraints.
 Looking at the types of cursive taught, I 
believe I was taught the Palmer Method in third 
grade. I can picture the script alphabet marching 
along the top of the blackboard for reference. 

My first bachelor’s degree was in elementary 
education. I have no memory of instruction on 
how to teach children how to write. I do recall 
my experience as a student teacher and loving the 
texture of children’s handwriting, decoding what 
they had written, the wildly creative spelling. It 
gave me some insight into who they were. Being 
able to write is a window into self-expression. The 
method usually begins with handwriting and moves 
into keyboarding, but through learning how to 
form letters, words, and to find a voice. 
 “The key neurological function that we 
want to bolt into children’s brains is cognitive 
automaticity, the ability to write without 
consciously being aware one is doing it. When  
the brain has automatized the slopes of  letters  
or their place on the keyboard, it is freed from  
low-level demands.” 1 
 The U.S. version of  handwriting education 
is based on a 100-year-old model. Printing (also 
known as manuscript writing) is taught in grades 
K-2. Third grade is the traditional point where 
children learn how to write in cursive. Some 
children are taught cursive (script) and some are 
not. For people who don’t know how to write 

cursive, they may not know how to read cursive. 
This situation is similar to the U.S. in 1740:
“… being able to read and being able to write were 
two very different things. People were taught to 
read in order to read the Bible. Businessmen and 
the rich learned to write and read handwriting. 
For the average person, script was alien. It 
wasn’t until after the turn of  the 19th century 
that schooling (at least to the 8th grade) became 
universal, with handwriting as part of  the 
curriculum.” 2 

 Spencerian Script was developed as an 
American version of English Copperplate by  
Platt Rogers Spencer. Its forms are based on  
those found in nature, very ornate, and were the 
basis for penmanship taught in most public and 
private schools across America in the 1800s. 
 Learning this very fancy method of writing 
required many hours of grueling practice. 
Spencer’s pedagogy was centered around the 
idea that the rigor involved in learning the 
script instilled a sense of discipline not only in 
the physical movements, but in the mind. It was 
impressed upon students from public high schools 
to business colleges. 

Muscular movement and action drills in order to practice 

the Palmer Method, 1915. 

Zaner-Bloser instruction, 1920
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 In fifth grade, I went to school in Australia 
and their way of writing was very different from 
what I had learned. I wanted to do it their way 
(much cooler). In my research, I believe italic 
writing is taught in Australian schools, which 
was considered more legible and based on the 
secretary hand used by clerks toward the end of 
the 15th century in Italy. There was a movement 
in the U.S. in the 1970s toward italic writing. It 
was popularized in Portland, Oregon, by Barbara 
Getty and Inga Dubay, and their books were 
published by Portland State University. Italic 
writing is popular with American homeschoolers 
and used by about 7% of  U.S. schools. The Getty-
Dubay method also publishes a course for adults to 
improve the legibility of their writing.
 Learning how to write not only involves the 
mechanics of  forming the letters, the rote practice. 
There is continually a debate about whether 
learning handwriting is important at all. However, 
there is evidence that the act of writing creates 
a mental stimulation in the brain and learning 
becomes easier.6

 There is a messiness in learning how to form 
letters and a variability in their forms as we learn to 
write. The neuroscience points to better cognition 
for both adults and children when we write by 
hand. There is further evidence that when children 
learn cursive writing, it may promote an ability  
to self-control.7
 The notion that children are not being taught 

penmanship in some schools calls into question 
values. It threatens some people’s idea of what is 
important, fundamental, and the general erosion  
of the educational system. 
 The Dutch graphic designer, typographer 
and educator Gerritt Noordzji posits that excluding 
handwriting in education “places the entire 
civilization at risk.” He continues: “This may 
appear immoderate, but what is western civilization 
if not the cultural community that avails itself of 
western writing? Pedagogues pride themselves on 
the fact that they do not burden school children 
with an introduction to writing. In so doing they 
undermine western civilization at its foundation. 
The frightening increase in illiteracy begins with 
the neglect of writing in the schools.” 8
 With a heavy emphasis on teaching to the  
test in schools to prepare students to perform well 
on standardized tests, and replacing keyboarding 
with writing by hand, there is less focus on being 
able to write by hand. There is simply less time in 
the school day. 
 What’s the first thing we want to learn how 
to write? I would guess our own names. Maybe a 
parent or grandparent or friend shows us how. It 
is an act of defining ourselves. It’s not the same as 
learning to find the keys on a keyboard or tapping 
them out in a text. It is unique: It might be used to 
sign what we made, to identify what is ours in a sea 
of drawings hung up on a bulletin board; it helps to 
tell our story.

Specimen from 

Spencerian Semi-

Angular Penmanship 

workbook, 1866

from top:

Zaner lessons in ornamental penmanship

The Palmer Method of business writing

Getty-Dubay italic workbook sample
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Handwriting as Punishment

Dear Pat and Marty:

Thank you for the $20 but my mom won’t  

let me have it until I’m done with these  

thank you notes!

Love, 

Jackson

My stepbrother had told me about this note (and it 
was, indeed, mailed to Pat and Marty, unedited). 
Since I always had my daughter write thank you 
notes (forced, coerced, bribed), I can picture the 
scenario: small child sits down in front of notecard, 
grips pencil, sighs, forehead flops down on tabletop, 
arms droop at side. 
 Negotiations begin: How many do I have to 
write? (start with one). What am I supposed to say? 
(thank you for the money, gift, etc.). Why do I have 
to do this? (because it is important to say thank you 
and, sometimes, if you don’t bother to say thank 
you, the person will not know you got the gift and 
perhaps not send you one next year). Can’t you  
do it? (no). 
 As a parent, I don’t see this as punishment, I 
see it as a valuable social exchange. It is important 
to acknowledge a kindness. It is important to thank 
and it is nice. However, I can appreciate that a kid 
would see it as kind of a penance to receiving a gift. 
Now I have to write a thank you! Children may 
find it boring, insincere if they didn’t like the gift, 
unnecessary, old-fashioned. 
 Handwriting may be a skill that is just 
being mastered, spelling, punctuation, expressive 
thoughts, the formal conventions of a letter. These 
may all be new things. It might be challenging  
and, therefore, feel like punishment, and there is  
a documented history of  handwriting being used  
in a punishing way. 
 In his article “About Education; The Evil 
in Using Writing to Punishment,” author Fred 
M. Hechinger notes that writing was used as a 

punishment: either repetitive writing or some type 
of essay to express how sorry/wrong you were.9 
The author noted that chemistry labs were not 
frequently used as punishment.
 For slow-writing kids, any type of writing 
becomes a chore and leads them to hate writing.10 
The writing of a thank you is not a punishment,  
but children may find it a punishing activity. 
Writing is a slowing down, a form of contemplation. 
Learning how to write is an exercise that requires 
muscle memory through repetition and practice.  
If writing is a new skill, even writing a short note 
can be difficult. 
 If one has learned how to write, there is a 
freedom: It comes naturally, thoughts come to mind 
and can be committed to paper. There is strong 
emphasis on writing in elementary school even if 
there may be cursory teaching of penmanship. 
 In her book, The History and Uncertain Future 
of Handwriting, author Anne Trubek describes her 
son’s struggle with writing. His experience was 
ultimately her reason for writing the book:
 “He began to worry about not having 
anything to say, not knowing how to say it, or he 
would come up with ideas that he would not write 
down because they would take too long, and thus 
he would write nothing. Perennially being told his 
handwriting was bad transmuted in his mind into 
proof that he was a bad writer—a poor student 
incapable of expressing ideas. He simply hated the 
physical process of writing. And since handwriting 
dominated his education in grades one, two, and 
three, he hated school too.” 11

 There is a shame associated with handwriting 
that is difficult to read. This is often used implicitly 
or explicitly in judging character or intelligence. 
Students are subject to a researched bias of 
teachers known as the “handwriting effect” where 
a student’s work is judged either positively or 
negatively based on its overall legibility, not the 

content. In a study done by the College Board, 
those who chose cursive over printing received 
higher scores.12

 Adults may feel shame over their handwriting 
as well. In her interview on Design Matters Live with 
type designer Matthew Carter, Debbie Millman 
leaps in with: “The first question I want to ask 
you about is your handwriting … you believe your 
handwriting is pretty appalling. Is that true?” Even 
at the age of 82, he responded: “I wish it were 
better, when I was a school boy there was a revival 

of interest in italic writing … but I could never 
make the pen go where I wanted it to go … my 
lettering is really awful.” He paused, he seemed 
maybe a little embarrassed and closed with: “Why 
do you ask that?” 13

 In the ultimate punishment, one of the few 
groups of people who still write by hand are those 
incarcerated in prison. In that setting, it is the 
dominant writing technology. 
 The conceptual artist  John Baldessari wrote 
the statement repeatedly: “I will not make any 

John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971

Published by Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, Edition of 50
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more boring art” in 1971 and documented it in  
a 13-minute video. We recognize it as a type of  
self-punishing practice due to the repetitious, 
punitive medium employed. 
 Baldessari went one further when invited to 
exhibit at Nova Scotia College of Art and Design. 
He charged the students to create a punishment 
piece with the following instructions:
 “The piece is this, from floor to ceiling should 
be written by one or more people, one sentence 
under another, the following statement: I will not 
make any more boring art. At least one column of 
the sentence should be done floor to ceiling before 
the exhibit opens and the writing of the sentence 
should continue every day, if possible, for the length 
of the exhibit. I would appreciate it if you could tell 
me how many times the sentence has been written 
after the exhibit closes. It should be hand written, 
clearly written with correct spelling ….” 14 

 When handwriting for punishment is meted 
out in a school room, perhaps up at the blackboard, 
there is a performative quality. An act of penance 
that a student endures. It might require a long  
time, it might be painful to stand, concentrate, 
reach. The child’s hand may become cramped.  
The notion that a public act of punishment should 
be instructive to others is enacted. 
 Baldessari was essentially asking students 
to take on his punishment. I imagine the task he 
assigned them was taken on willingly: It was a 
chance to do something collaboratively, in the name 
of art, at the bidding of an artist. How different, 
perhaps, were the student’s motivations and the 
punishment was flipped into an opportunity.
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Voting: to make your voice heard, you’ll still need to sign

I just received my election ballot in the mail. 
Typically, I like to vote in person. I like the 
formality of it. I like to see the ladies who staff the 
voting operations. They are older women, and they 
are dressed up. There is a table in the center of the 
room in our township building and there are two 
big ledgers: last names A through O and a second 
book P through Z. And there are four women 
sitting at the table, two at each book. I sit down in 
front of the P through Z book. I say my last name. 
My daughter Pearl is registered to vote there, but 
although they don’t know me very well, I have  
been voting there long enough for them to know  
I am not Pearl. 
 I say my last name and then they repeat my 
last name and find it in the ledger. The ledger is 
oriented two ways: They can see my name and then 
I can sign my name and they don’t have to turn it 
around for this to happen. The women confer and 
confirm that I am Sarah Patterson; there are pens 
on the table and I sign the book. 
 I look over at the table the voting volunteer 
women have crammed with crockpots and cookies 
and other snacks. They are here for the long haul 
and need to keep their strength up. I stand in what 
is probably a very short line at the electronic voting 
machine, and I stick my card in and vote. It is a 
pretty quick operation.
 Now, with COVID-19, states are making 
voting by mail more accessible. There are lots of 
potential logistical problems that are anticipated: 
Will the postal service go bankrupt in this effort? 
Can our local election officials quickly pivot to this 
widely used method? Will the polls still be open, 
and will people want to gather at unsafe distances 
to vote anyway?

 And then there is the question of signatures. 
According to the National Conference of State 
Legislatures:
 “This process of comparing and matching 
signatures is done by election officials or temporary 
election workers, sometimes assisted by technology, 
and often working in bipartisan teams during this 
review process. In some states, especially those 
that send mail ballots to all eligible voters, the 
individuals verifying signatures undergo training to 
analyze signatures for potential fraud.” 15

 The NCSL refers the reader to Colorado’s 
“Signature Verification Guide” for how one state 
guides election officials and volunteers to conduct 
this verification step for vote-by-mail ballots. The 
purpose is to identify if the signature on the ballot 
matches the signature on file for each voter. There 
are exercises at the end of the guide. 
 The methods used were derived from a book 
first published in 1910 by Albert Osborn titled 
Questioned Documents. Osborn is the founder of 
the American Society of Questioned Document 
Examiners, established in 1942.
 The Colorado guide scales the original  
500-page book into a pdf of 20 pages. 

STEP ONE 

 Evaluate the signature’s broad characteristics. 

The type of writing (for example, cursive  

v. print) 

The speed of writing (for example, harmonious 

v. slow and deliberate) 

Overall spacing 

Overall size and proportions 

Position of the signature (for example, slanted 

v. straight) 

Spelling and punctuation 

If the broad characteristics of the signature on 

the ballot-return envelope are clearly consistent 

with the broad characteristics of the voter’s 

signature in SCORE [Statewide Colorado Voter 

Registration and Election Program database], 

you may accept the signature and move on.  

If not, move to step two. 

STEP TWO 

Evaluate the signature’s local characteristics. 

Internal spacing

The size or proportions of a letter or  

letter combination

Curves, loops, and cross-points

The presence or absence of pen lifts

Beginning and ending strokes 
16

 There are two exercises in the guide: Try  
to disguise your writing and then give your sheet  
to another election judge to determine which is 
your real writing. Also, a worksheet where the  
word “State” is handwritten 30 times and you  
need to match the 15 identical pairs. It is a real 
study in detail. 
 Anyway, if you are an election judge, you 
need to study this guide and you need to make 
determinations quickly. You are encouraged not 

to “labor over” the verification process or try to 
“explain away” discrepancies you may encounter. 
 In Georgia, the new secretary of state has 
announced an “Absentee-Ballot Task Force.” It is 
a 12-member team whose responsibilities include, 
among other things, investigating every signature 
mismatch on mail-in ballots. 
 In Emily Bazelon’s article “Will Americans 
Lose Their Right to Vote in the Pandemic?”,  
she reports:
 “One big question for 2020 is how states will 
verify absentee ballots to guard against fraud while 
also ensuring that voters are treated fairly. Many 
states lack uniform criteria or training for matching 
the signature on a ballot with the copy of the voter’s 
signature that the state has on file. As a result, 
rejection rates can vary a great deal from county 
to county. States including Pennsylvania and 
Michigan don’t require election officials to notify 
voters if their signatures are missing or have been 
rejected, so those voters don’t have a chance to fix 
the problem. The gaps in the law leave the decision 
up to county and local officials.” 17

 When I got my absentee ballot in the mail, 
there was a whole page of instructions, a “secrecy 
envelope” to put the ballot in and then a second 
outer envelope with a bar code and a place to sign. 
I would have thought it would have to be on the 
ballot. I would deduce that when the ballots are 
opened that it is necessary then to keep the ballot 
with the envelope. Pennsylvania does not provide 
postage-paid envelopes as some states do, creating 
a barrier particularly for younger people who may 
not buy stamps. 
 This is going to make the hanging chad look 
like child’s play.
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Handwritten Digital Fonts

In the era of digital fonts, many handwritten 
versions are created to mimic the touch world 
of handwriting. In his book Just My Type, Simon 
Garfield notes that even the reviled font Comic 
Sans is meant to mimic handwriting.18

 As designers, we are sometimes bothered 
by handwritten fonts, mostly because, while they 
may be evocative, we all know they are digitized 
because this is the world we live in. Some are very 
beautiful; many have odd quirks that make them 
unworkable. They are novelties. 
 New desktop programs developed in the 
1990s enabled designers (many of whom had never 
designed a typeface) to whip up handwritten and 
hand-lettered fonts into downloadable packages 
available to anyone.19

 At myfonts.com, handwritten fonts are 
described as such:
 “As the name suggests, handwritten fonts 
are fonts that look like they were written by hand, 
usually with a pen or marker. Within that broad 
category, you’ll find a range of styles that reflects 
the variations and subtle differences found in actual 
handwriting. The difference between script and 
handwritten fonts is, perhaps, a bit pedantic, but is 
based in the fact that script fonts are decorative or 
calligraphic in nature, while true handwritten fonts 
reflect the penmanship one would use in a letter.” 20

 Occasionally, I will get a note on a design 
brief to “use a handwritten font.” I will cringe. 
Depending on the brief, I will offer alternatives 
as in: digitizing actual handwriting, tapping a 
message out on my manual typewriter, or hand 
lettering, adding some warmth and texture to 
the page. Ultimately, we want to convince our 
audiences that it is them we are talking to.  
They are important, so I have sat down and 
handwritten 20,000 letters. 

 The cringing part that comes with 
a handwritten font request is because the 
demographic I am designing for (largely high 
school juniors and seniors) may not be taught 
penmanship. If seeing something handwritten  
is not part of their lived experience, at best, it  
could be perceived as novel, at worst, out-of-step 
and dated.
 Handwritten fonts have their place, as  
Nick Shinn suggests, in his essay, “Scriptomania”: 
“In both packaging and advertising, retail is full  
of scripts. This is particularly true for packaged 
foods, where the naturalness of scripts disguises  
the unappealing factory processed quality of  
the product.” 21

 We strive to create graphic messages with 
emotion, a feeling of connection, and handwritten 
fonts can lend an appearance of casualness. It is 
problematic when they communicate the exact 
opposite due to the fact that they are digital 
imposters to actual handwriting. 
 In these types of light applications (a word 
or two), a handwritten font can break through the 
noise. We are not asking our audience to wade 
through paragraphs of text in ersatz handwriting. 
 I have used the term “hand lettering” above. 
Hand lettering involves drawing letters as opposed 
to simply writing them. It is a very specific skill and 
generally used for logotypes and branding. Think: 
chalkboard lettering, ribbons, swashes, graffiti. 
 Calligraphy is another animal altogether,  
like fancy old-fashioned penmanship with thick  
and thin strokes. It is also a specialized skill.  
Only three major institutions have calligraphers  
on staff: American Greetings, Hallmark, and  
The White House.22

 In a closing chapter of Just My Type, “The 
Worst Fonts In the World,” Garfield identifies 
Brush Script:
 “Brush Script inspired a hundred more 
handwriterly alternatives…. Many of these are 
rather nice, and some are lavishly beautiful. Every 
leading digital foundry offers an extensive list, 
ranging from childish scrawl to technical precision. 
But they all have one thing in common: they are 
trying to fool you into thinking they are not made 
on a computer, and they never succeed.” 23

 As one consequence, Kitty Burns Florey 
writes: “The famous smeariness of ballpoint has 
acquired an unusual modern use: fundraisers …  
are beginning to phase out those phony-looking 
computer fonts that address envelopes in what 
is supposed to look like script. Everybody’s on 
to them. Instead they’ve begun hiring actual 
humans to write addresses in ballpoint, whose 
crude authenticity can’t be faked by a machine. 
Expert penmanship is not called for, apparently— 
only legibility; the clumsier and more earnest the 
handwriting, the more convincing it is.” 24

 Are digital script fonts an act of trickery? If  
I write something by hand, it is really me writing. 
If I type that same message and then set it in a 
font that mimics handwriting, does it feel like I am 
trying to trick you into thinking I wrote it by hand? 
 This led me to examine the concept of 
authenticity in Andrew Potter’s book The Authenticity 
Hoax. Potter’s thesis is that our culture is focused  
on individualism and consumerism. There is a 
quest for what is considered authentic in order to 
imbue our lives with more meaning. The search  
for what is authentic turns into a consumerist  
status competition to acquire or experience what  
is most real. 
  “… we are trying to find at least one sliver 
of the world, one fragment of experience, that is 
innocent, spontaneous, genuine, and creative, and 

not tainted by commercialization, calculation, and 
self-interest.” 25

 When I use the term “authentic” as it relates 
to handwriting, perhaps this would be better 
termed as what is tactile, what is human. There is 
certainly a cultural quest and need for what feels 
“real.” When large portions of our lives are lived 
in a virtual world, this feels more topical than ever. 
You are making sourdough. Is it authentic? We are 
nesting and finding our real homes. We search out 
meaningful interaction online. We call people we 
haven’t spoken to in years. We write them letters 
using our own handwriting.

quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz
quick waltz

Sample of fonts categorized as “hand” from 

Adobe Fonts. There are 117 font families 

offered in this category. 
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The Hand in Handwriting

Handwriting is a tactile activity. In early 
penmanship manuals, there are very specific 
instructions on relaxing the muscles and holding 
the pen without gripping it. Posture is emphasized 
and feet are firmly planted on the floor. 
 Drills were the main pedagogical strategy. 
The Palmer Method drills were deemed essential 
not only to build character or discipline the body, 
but to imprint the memory of motion into the 
muscles.26 In fact, before the era of the typewriter, 
the human engaged in writing is often referred to 
in penmanship books as the “writing machine.”
 In his 1913 book, The Teaching of Penmanship, 
Harry Houston gives the following pedological 
instruction: 
 “The wrist and hand should not touch the 
paper. Keep the large part of the arm that comes 
in contact with the edge of the desk from sliding 

forward and back. This means that the skin 
stretches along the arm, allowing it to roll forward 
and back or round and round for exercise.” 27

 I can’t quite picture this. He also instructs that 
the paper should be pushed forward as opposed to 
moving the hand down the paper. 
 Other than Houston’s instruction that we 
move the paper up the desk (presumably with  
the hand we are not writing with), writing is a  
one-handed activity. 
 Keyboarding and texting, however, are two-
handed activities. We are taught keyboarding in 
school using the QWERTY keyboard, developed in 
1867. The layout of the keys was designed to keep 
the keys from jamming. We use the same keyboard 
for two-thumbed texting which has zero relation to 
mechanically jamming typewriter keys. It’s what 
we are used to. We teach ourselves to text. Some 

teach themselves to keyboard, using all fingers  
or just two. 
 Historical records of writing typically 
begin with the Sumerian cuneiform technology, 
developed in ancient Mesopotamia. The history 
of writing is beyond the scope of this thesis and is 
mentioned here as related to the fact that it was 
a method that involved two-handedness. Marks 
were made in clay tablets using a sharpened reed 
as a stylus. Cuneiform writers held the stylus in 
one hand and the tablet in the other, turning both 
as they went, an action requiring practice and 
training to master.28

 The loss of the physicality involved in present-
day graphic design changed when designers moved 
from paste-up methods to computer: Motor skills 
were lost where efficiency was gained.29 There 
was more movement involved, creating designs by 

hand. Art directors would mock up copy on tissues 
for graphic designers or paste up artists to replicate, 
creating the final layouts. These instructions were 
communicated with handwritten notes regarding 
fonts, type sizes and leading, color, and any other 
details of the project. 
 Even today, I rely upon handwritten proofing 
notes from editors in my professional work. Some 
editors like to hold the paper in their hands and 
mark up hard copies. Others are noted in PDFs. 
As long as I can read the handwriting, I find the 
paper/handwritten method easier. It also offers a 
welcome break from screens.
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Signature Style

> Signature / noun 
30

 1a: the act of signing one’s name to something 

 b:  the name of a person written with his or 

her own hand

 2:   a feature in the appearance or qualities of 

a natural object formerly held to indicate 

its utility in medicine

 3a:  a letter or figure placed usually at the 

bottom of the first page on each sheet of 

printed pages (as of a book) as a direction 

to the binder in arranging and gathering 

the sheets

 b:  one unit of a book comprising a group  

of printed sheets that are folded and 

stitched together

 4a: key signature [music] 

 b: time signature

 5:  the part of a medical prescription that 

contains the directions to the patient

 6:  something (such as a tune, style, or logo) 

that serves to set apart or identify 

also: a characteristic mark

> Signature / adjective

closely and distinctively associated and 

identified with someone or something  

• a musician’s signature style  

• a chef’s signature dish

Autographs, signatures of the famous, are collected 
and become valuable because we deem them to be 
valuable. Of course, there is nothing intrinsically 
valuable about a name signed on a piece of paper.  
It is the notion that someone who is publicly 
admired for their intellect, talent, scholarship, or 
beauty has signed their name with their hand. 
It is proof of their existence and, for autograph 
collectors, it is like having a little bit of that person. 
Signatures are tied to a sense of self. 
 “The conception that handwriting might offer 
insight into the writer began to gain traction in 
the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 
Romantic era, when spontaneity, originality, and 
individuality were prized. In America, such a 

Romantic interest in handwriting took the form of 
autograph collecting and analysis of the signatures 
of famous people.” 31

 Autograph collecting became a popular hobby 
by the 1830s and the famous found themselves 
increasingly bombarded with requests. Collectors 
might create a ruse to gather a signature, as those 
dashed off without any forethought were deemed 
most valuable. They were a product of the writer’s 
innermost self. 
 Due to this dynamic: “… even a 
straightforward request for an autograph could 
be experienced as not merely an irritation or 
embarrassment but a violation of the most intimate 
and threatening kind.” 32 Which, in turn, caused 
the famous to withhold their signatures at times.
 Authors often go on book signing tours. They 
may do a reading and then readers queue up to 
have the author sign their book, perhaps including 
the reader’s name. Canadian author Margaret 
Atwood found book touring and signing tiring 
and conceived of a technology called LongPen™ 
to sign books for fans remotely. The technology 
was debuted in 2006. While she is signing, there 
is a video conferencing capability between the 
author and the fan and the remote pen technology 
inscribes the book in ink with a robotic hand.33

 Even though a signature is a personal mark, 
people can just get fed up with the activity, as with 
Margaret Atwood. Not the same technology as 
the LongPen™ where one is signing remotely, but 
the AxiDraw is a pen plotter than uses curves to 
execute your handwriting for you. The promotional 
materials suggest that some of the many uses 
include:
•  Digital artists, using AxiDraw to plot their 

artwork
•  Celebrities, politicians, and elected officials, using 

AxiDraw as a signature machine
•  University officials and other educators, to sign 

diplomas and certificates
• Personalization for hotels and online retailers 34 
 As much as we might feel our signature 
is important, we may still find doing it odious, 
especially if we have to do it repeatedly. It can be 
tiresome and, for the famous, perhaps they feel a 
little bit of themselves erodes every time. 
 Graphology is the analysis of handwriting 
with the object of revealing personality and 
character. Its history is associated with other 
offbeat pseudo-psychological theories like 
phrenology, mesmerism and hypnotism.35 However, 
it lent credence to the idea that your handwriting 
“means” something and could be used to interpret 
your character or to categorize people into various 
personality types. It still holds some popularity 
today at parties and celebrity events. 
 Graphology is not forensic document 
evaluation. There are experts trained in spotting 
forgeries, which in itself lends credence to the act of 
signing. Handwriting samples can be examined to 
determine authenticity of documents, but it is often 
inconclusive. If a forger creates a convincing copy 
of your signature, is something intrinsically lost  
of you? Historically, forgers could counterfeit not 

only bank notes, documents, and signatures, but 
entire identities.
 I am going to admit here that I forged my 
daughter’s name on a legal document. She was 
away at college and it just seemed easier to sign her 
name for her (it was). But it made me uneasy and, 
in reflection, it just feels unethical and dishonest. 
 So, I am a petty criminal. But what of larger 
forgeries? Artworks that are replicated and then 
signed using the name of the original artist by 
a forger. Does it matter if you are looking at the 
original or the forged version?
 “Almost everyone believes that it matters 
a great deal ... It is central to our concept of 
authenticity that the past infuses the present, and 
that the mark of the authentic work of art is that 
it has, by some measure, the right origins and the 
right history.” 36

 Walter Benjamin says what we value is the 
object’s aura and that aura is embedded in the 
“fabric of tradition.” What is authentic was created 
at a certain time for a specific purpose. The notion 
that the original work has an aura and it is worthy 
of our respect.

Marguerita 

Mergentime, 

Cocktail Napkin, 

Wish Fulfillment, 

1939. American 

textile designer, 

Mergentime  

tapped into the 

interest in pseudo-

sciences to spark 

conversation at 

social gatherings. 
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“He doesn’t know how to sign his name.” My 
friend Megan was going to a parent-teacher 
conference and her son Finley was with her. 
There was a sign-in sheet and a greeter, 
instructing the students to sign in. A few weeks 
previously, my father had been talking to Megan 
about signatures. He had been on a mild rant 
about the fact that since many schools were not 
teaching cursive writing, how were people going 
to know how to sign their names?
 And here Megan was, with her son, and 
indeed, he did not know how to sign his name.  
Of course, he could print his name, but that is  
not the same as “signing.”
 Printing is something small children are 
taught to do, but the signature is more mature. 
The signature is your own personal mark. Other 
people could print your name, but only you can 
sign your name. 
 You may have to sign important documents. 
You might have to have someone witness you 
signing documents in person. You might have to 
pay this person to watch you sign an important 
document and then they might emboss it with a 
cool stamp. 
 There is an historical reason for the 
necessity of having a witness for legal documents: 
“In early eras of writing, it was expected that 
handwriting would all be the same. My signature 
was not unique from your signature. Here is 
where the notion of having someone witness 
a signature was considered necessary because 
handwriting could so easily be faked.” 37

 The signature is an official thing. It is legally 
binding. The simple act of signing your name, in 
person, in the only way you can write your name 
has a power. Maybe you are giving something up. 
Maybe you are acquiring something. If you are 
writing a check, you will need to sign it. 
 

 You might have to use a certain color pen 
for a legal document. Blue, not black or red. 
There is a formality and order, a method. 
 This type of signature is known as a  
“wet signature.”
 It is also special in that it has a distinctive 
look. Some signatures are lovely and readable and 
some are wild scrawls that are indecipherable. 
Like those that a doctor makes on a prescription 
pad. People sometimes practice their signature to 
imbue it with something a little special: a touch,  
a flourish. 
 In some instances, the digital signature is 
replacing the physical signature. What does the 
digital signature look like now? 
 There is an effort to employ either electronic 
signatures or digital signatures for more ease, 
fewer logistics and also the reduction in paper 
and paperwork. Requiring “wet signatures” slows 
down processes.
 With the passage of the digital signatures 
law in 2020, we can now click “I agree.” This 
saves paperwork, is faster, easier, cuts down  
on bureaucracy. 
 When we think of writing by hand, there is 
a slowing down. There is a level of concentration 
and attention. For either wet, electronic or digital 
signatures, there is a process, but where speed 
and efficiency are valued above the tactile and 
analog, methods to use digital or electronic 
signatures are more convenient.

Sign Me Up
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Keeping Corrections

Corrections in writing can be revealing. We are 
drawn to the original manuscripts and diaries of 
writers. What did they choose to keep in or leave 
out? When we see the corrections, these give us  
an insight into their working methods, practice.  
If the drafts are handwritten, perhaps we inspect 
the paper they used. Lined or unlined, pencil 
or pen. We look for meaning and clues in their 
choices. We inspect their handwriting. 
 We may seek out original manuscripts in order 
to bring us closer to the source. They are valuable 
in showing primary historical documentation. 
I have found this to be the case in visiting 
library archives. Viewing and handling original 
documents shows a process, a way of working that 
is not evident in the final design, book, or poster. 
 The Herb Lubalin Study Center in New York 
City opened in 1985, and was created in order 
to preserve an unprecedented resource: Herb 
Lubalin’s vast collection of work. Its goal was to 
provide the design community with a means to 
honor Lubalin and to study his innovative methods.  
He was best known for his illustrative typography 
and ground breaking magazine design.38

 Lubalin is also known for his Spencerian 
script lettering, which is often incorrectly referred 
to as calligraphy. 
 There are finished works as well as myriad 
“tissues” where Lubalin sketched and wrote 
headlines and mocked up copy for junior designers 
to execute. The Study Center is not a “white glove” 
archive, meaning you can take things out and 
carefully handle them. You get a real feel for the 
scale of the work, and his apparently quick way of 
working through ideas and copy to convey concepts 
to clients. The expectation now when working 
digitally is for very finished-looking designs for 
clients even in early phases of a project. 
 At The Harry Ransom Humanities Center, 
University of Texas archive, handwriting is 

becoming more important due to the curating 
of its director: “It is rising in literary and 
financial value as it ceases to have much practical 
function. Libraries adding to their handwritten 
manuscript collection might be better prepared 
for the future … because their holdings are 
singular …  Many librarians are going through their 
files and taking out the handwritten items in their 
archival boxes, scanning them to create digital 
copies, and putting them up on their websites. …” 39

 This is also true on the Open Culture 
website where a quick search of  “handwriting” 
yields original notes from Helen Keller, Freud, 
Shakespeare, Quentin Tarantino, and Kurt Cobain 
among dozens of others. These ephemera lend 
texture to a life and insight into their thinking and 
decision making.
 Corrections made when using word processing 
software become invisible: as we are writing, we 
are perpetually editing ourselves. All the decisions 
regarding word choice, notes to self, organization 
are erased. We are working in real time and make 
changes on the fly. It is easier. It is the way I am 
working right now. Sometimes it is important to 
share corrections and we can choose to digitally 
“track changes” to indicate corrections or allow 
edits to a Google doc. In one keystroke, we can 
blindly choose to “accept all” corrections. 
 In the 1964 book Toxique, Bernard Buffet 
illustrates excerpts from Françoise Sagan’s diary 
when she was detoxing from an addiction to 
morphine after a car accident. He uses an energetic 
illustration style, typewriting, handwritten 
corrections to the typing, and handwritten page 
numbers penned in a loose calligraphic style. 
 The corrections let us into the narrative, into 
a transparent way of working. It is an invitation 
to study working methods, what is not perfect. It 
echoes the revealing nature of Sagan’s diary and 
struggle with addiction.

Francis Ford Coppola’s casting notes for 

The Godfather, 1972.

Flat files at The Herb Lubalin Study Center reveal sketches, 

finished pieces, and handwritten design briefs. 

Handwritten corrections add to the narrative in Toxique. 

Emily Dickinson pens a poem on the back of 

her coconut cake recipe.
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Radical Writing

 “All the pages were done during a Summer 
School session at CalArts on 8.5 x 11 pieces of 
paper which provided ‘camera-ready’ artwork for 
the publisher. Very straightforward.
 “So, how were they created? Typically, Vic 
and I would discuss a project and I would generate 
some sketches. If we had a photo, we would add 
that too. My wife, Sara, took most of the photos 
and processed them in our own darkroom. That 
was beneficial because we needed a fast turn-
around to meet the end of Summer deadline. For 
the most part, Vic stuck these things down on 
paper and began to write the text around them. 
We didn’t use a grid or try to unify the imagery 
by scale or orientation. Some sketches need to 
be bigger than others … some photos too. So it 
all became more ‘cut-and-paste’ than conscious 
design. In a sense, that contributed to the ‘hands-
on’ appearance for the books … a little like the 
Whole Earth Catalog …Vic Papanek, and his unusual 
printing style, can be attributed to the final page 
layouts.” 43

 As readers of these types of books, we are 
drawn to the ways and techniques people use to 
make things by hand. In her essay for the book 
Power to the People: The Graphic Design of the Radical 
Press and the Rise of the Counter-Culture, 1964-1974,  
the artist Harmony Hammond writes: 
 “To this day, I don’t like the seamlessness of 
most Photoshopped graphics. I prefer, indeed invite, 
the indexical presence of maker and making—
the possibilities of juxtaposition, interruption, 
disjuncture, intervention, rupture and suture. …
they still indicate the hand of the maker.” 44

 The handwritten leaves something up to 
chance and possibility. There is a freedom and 
designers employ this aesthetic as a respite from the 
rigor of traditional typography and as a way  
of loosening up their work.45

There is writing a book, which is a big deal, and 
then there is really writing a book: as in writing a 
book by hand using your own handwriting. 
 There is a very distinctive aesthetic of the 
handwritten book and reasons for creating one 
in this way. Before the printing press, this is how 
all books were created: by scribes who handwrote 
books by copying from original texts. Scribes 
were suspicious of the printing press and worried 
about the loss of handwriting, which focused on 
the same points about losing handwriting today: 
“The new technology will prove less durable than 
the old and will lead to historical amnesia, lesser 
levels of education, and decreased standards. 
Unsurprisingly, the most vocal opponents of new 
technologies are those who dominated the old.” 40

 Even during the Colonial era in America, 
handwritten texts were uncensored, while print  
was regulated by the state:
 “Print was public, openly available to all 
with the money to buy it; furthermore, in an age 
of government censorship it was regulated by the 
state. In other words, there was no controlling the 
readership but there was plenty of control over the 
authors. In contrast, handwritten texts circulated 
among an exclusive, handpicked audience, most 
usually a circle of social equals with similar 
tastes and interests. And because the texts were 
privately distributed, they were uncensored. 
Scandalous gossip, anti-government propaganda, 
pornography—all were free to circulate in 
handwritten form. If print was the realm of social 
promiscuity and ideological control, script was the 
realm of exclusivity, privacy, and freedom.” 41 
 The reason for creating handwritten books  
in the 1960s and ’70s was tied to people who 
wanted to be self-sufficient and do things on their 
own. Writing books without the need to set type  
or other specialized equipment was one way to 
do this. The use of handwriting makes each book 

unique. Peer-to-peer information sharing was a 
radical action. 
 There was a desire not to have information 
framed by large corporations. In countercultural 
publications of the 1960s, topics included political 
and cultural concerns such as: civil rights, the 
antiwar movement, drug use, sex, new age 
spirituality, astrology, and music. Periodicals such 
as Oz, San Francisco Oracle, The Chicago Seed, and 
The Berkley Barb used methods like hand lettering, 
overprinting, borrowed text, and DIY graphic 
design. 
 This is tied to the notion of deskilling, which 
means to reduce the level of skill required to carry 
out a job. In this case, the job at hand is sharing 
information, making a newspaper, flyer, or book. 
Deskilling takes the proprietary knowledge of  how 
to accomplish a task and democratizes it. As the 
educator and critic, Gwen Allen, notes in her essay 
“Design as a Social Movement,” deskilling was 
used (among other techniques) “to challenge official 
representations and to counter traditional notions 
of expertise and cultural authority.” 42

 It was a reaction to the real and symbolic 
implications of professionalism and a challenge to 
the design language at the time. Handwriting and 
hand lettering became a powerful symbol between 
alternative and mainstream methods of design. It 
also became a code for youth culture.
 The two volumes of  Nomadic Furniture, 
published in 1973 and 1974, were handwritten. 
The guiding principle of these books is: The less 
we own, the less we have to move, and the more 
freedom we have if not burdened by material 
goods. No matter where we are with a few tools 
and techniques, we can whip up some simple 
furnishings. 
 I wrote to one of the authors,  James 
Hennessey, for some insight into how the books 
were designed: Nomadic Furniture, 1973
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facing page: San Francisco Oracle #12, 

1968, cover and inside page 

above and right: Oz #3, 1967,  

cover and inside page
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Handwriting: connecting to the touch world

Dear my favorite person

You are so special that I 
am going to sit here in the 

sunshine with my cup of tea. 
I am going to describe the 

world around me so you can 
get a picture of where I am. 

When you read this, it’s going 
to be like we are together. 

You can keep this letter, and 
maybe reread it or put it in a 

pile of other letters, or maybe 
just toss it in the recycling. 

No matter the outcome, that’s 
fine, you have read the letter. 

I’m writing to you because 
I know you want to know 

every detail. You will 
want to know what I had 

for breakfast, what the 
sky looks like from where 

I’m sitting, what’s been 
bothering me, and the nutty 

thing that happened at the 
store. The strange phone call 

I got and how I am about to 
feed my sourdough starter. 

I will tell you about how I 
made crumpets from the 
discard starter and that 

I will make them for you 
when I see you again.  

I would like to amuse you. 

Love, 
Sarah

Do you remember when digital cards were a thing? 
I think they still might be. Do you like to get a 
digital card? Do you print it out and put it in a 
box with your other digital cards and keep it for 
posterity to show your progeny? Maybe you have 
created a digital archive for your digital cards. 
No—this is absurd. I am teasing you. 
 Maybe your digital card is adorned with a 
brush script or other handwritten-inspired font to 
give it that tactile feel. It might look like it is on 
watercolor paper. The handwritten font signifies an 
intimacy: “I am here writing a card to you.” But 
the receiver knows you are not writing them a card 
since they just got it as an email. 
 We hold fast to the idea that it should look like 
it was handwritten.
 For me, it’s exciting to get a letter in the mail. 
Maybe there are people you still write letters to: 
a friend or an old-time pen pal. Do you write to 
them because they don’t text or email or want to 
FaceTime, or does it signify something special 
about your relationship?
 There are books, printed volumes of collected 
letters. A collection of emails does not hold the 
same fascination, capture the imagination. They 
may be interesting in their subject matter, but lack 
the visual interest. 
 What makes a letter good? “Letters should 
aspire to the condition of talk,” Iris Murdoch  
wrote in one of her own. “Say first thing that  
comes into head.” 46



 

Unravel together

My dear friend 
was unraveling 

this winter and she 
had to go far away 

into a residential 
therapeutic setting. 
It was odd not to be 

able to talk with her 
on the phone, or to 
text her to see how 

she had slept. It was 
unsettling. I would 

text her husband  
for any detail. 

She could talk on the 
phone occasionally 

and that sometimes 
made me cry because 

she was crying.  
Or sometimes we 

would laugh and  
I still worried and I 

wrote her postcards 
and she got them. 

And it made me  
feel better. 

Signing off

It would be weird if I 
wrote you a letter or sent 
you a card and I didn’t 
sign it. Maybe I will 
write the word “love” 
at the bottom and not 
put my name. That’s 
probably the only thing 
you would remember 
about the card. 

When your mother sends 
you a birthday card, 
what does it mean if 
she signs your father’s 
name, too? But really, 
she would probably 
sign it: dad, papa, or 
father. He couldn’t be 
bothered, wasn’t around, 
has a great disdain for 
birthday cards. Or this 
is just one of the things 
she always does and your 
dad would have liked to 
sign the card. Too late. 
She already did it.
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Maybe I might marry you

You said you loved me before 
you even met me when you 

saw my picture. I think that 
this is a true story. My friend 

said: “Stay away from her.” 
Which was fine and made 

sense, really, because you fell 
in love with every woman. 

Except you loved me the best 
and I know because every 
morning you get up extra 

early to write me a letter even 
though you are hungover and 
have to weld a new pipeline. 

The thing about you when you 
are hungover is that you  

act extra peppy and all robust 
good morning!  because you  

are feeling rough.

So, every morning I go into the 
carpenter shop and reach into 

my Sorel boot and pull out a 
note. I put it into the center 

pocket of my bib overalls and 
when my nerdy workmate  

is distracted, I read it. 

I’m pretty sure I didn’t 
write back because I saw 

you all the time, so this 
correspondence was a one-

way street. It’s something 
you did. Because now that 

we have been married for 25 
years, I know you are given 
to passions and you get on 

a tear and you are never 
hungover in the morning, 

which means you are pretty 
silent until about lunchtime. 

Maybe I’m in love with you

And I am going to write you 
a letter EVERY SINGLE DAY.  
I am going to pass you a note 
in the hallway when you are 
on your way to Photography 
and I am on my way to 
Geometry II (which I am 
having to take for the second 
time). I sat in my room last 
night and wrote to you how 
my father is annoying and 
always up in my business, 
what Francesca told me 
about Ronnie, and how there 
will be a party on the beach 
on Saturday. And how we 
will get the wine coolers. 
The friends from Brooklyn 
will come and can they stay 
at your place? Your parents 
are old and they live in the 
finished basement and chain 
smoke and you and your five 
siblings live upstairs and 
it’s like you have your own 
house. Your sister goes to 
Cooper Union. Very cool,  
and she scares me, but I 
don’t say that part. 

I tell you what I’m listening 
to on my record player: 
the one I won in a coloring 
contest in fifth grade. It’s 
actually a pretty good  
record player.

I slip the folded-up paper  
into your hand. You slip  
one into my hand. 
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Return to sender

I did a double-take as I pulled the yellow 
envelope out of the mailbox. What was I 
looking at? It took a moment to register 

that it was a card I had mailed to my 
mother on August 7, 2018. The date I took 

it out of my mailbox was January 25, 2019.

I remember going to the post office to get 
the right postage for international mail. 
I remember asking for a stamp and not 
a meter and there was a nice round one 

with an image of a succulent plant.  
She would like that.

At the nursing home where I had visited 
my mother in May, she had a few cards 

on a little table at the end of her bed. She 
enjoyed looking at them, and although 

her comprehension was diminished by 
Alzheimer’s, she still tried to 

 read them.

When I wrote the card, I can remember 
just keeping the message short. Probably 
“I miss you.” “I love you.” And my name. 

Maybe that would register.

Why did I wait until August to write the 
card? Even if I mailed it on August 7, I 

think it would have gotten to the Jinadlee 
Nursing Home in Canberra, Australia, 

in about a week? Maybe two? At any rate, 
before she died on August 31. Even if 

she couldn’t have opened it, my brother 
would have opened it and set it with the 

rest of the cards on the little table.

Why did it take so long to get back to 
my mailbox? Why does it say RIP? My 
friend suggested that it meant Return 

International Postage, as opposed to Rest 
In Peace, or just plain Deceased.

I don’t want to open the envelope, but I 
don’t want to get rid of it either.

Maybe I engage in light forgery

A greeting card is circulating through the 
office. It’s in a tattered orange file folder. 
It has a routing slip inside with everyone’s 
names on it. Except for the birthday person: 
Their name is crossed out so we don’t 
accidentally route the greeting card to 
them. The list is not alphabetical and the 
folder floats around from inbox to inbox.

Some people write a tiny note. There are 
twenty people in the office, so there is not a 
lot of space to write. Several of us just write 
our names. I don’t know how it started, but 
it was actually agreed that we would not 
write greetings. This was several years ago. 

As the office staff grew, the number of 
circulating cards has ballooned. They are 
kind of sweet, but also done out of a sense  
of duty as they go marching around the 
office in their orange folder. Everyone 
knows what it is. 

Sometimes the greeting card goes missing 
and someone has to hunt it down. This  
takes time. 

Megan decided that she didn’t want to sign 
the greeting cards any more. We discussed 
this endlessly. The reason we could engage  
in this extended examination of this topic 
is that we are distance runners and we run 
together so we have a lot of time to dig into 
all the details. 

Mostly we like to talk about food, but 
sometimes we drift into office politics.  
We have worked together for a long time.

I told her it would be more disruptive to not 
sign the cards than to just sign the card. But 
since it was causing her a lot of psychic pain 
to sign the cards, this was not a workable 
solution. She resented the fact that she had 
to sign a card for some people she barely 

spoke with. It signaled a disingenuousness 
that was disagreeable to her. She found it 
disruptive to the workday when the cards 
went missing. “No! I don’t have the card.” 
And she would be thinking: “I hate those 
cards. Don’t ask me about the card. I hope 
I never see another office card again.” She 
might rant to herself. And then she might 
replay the rant on a run. This is fine …
ranting is allowed. 

It was decided that I would sign her name 
for her. Megan signed her name on an 
yellow Post-It note for my reference and  
I tucked it away in a drawer where I keep 
my snacks. 

For a couple years now, I have been forging 
Megan’s name on greeting cards. I use 
two different pens: one for her name and 
another for my name. I don’t sign our names 
too closely together. I don’t even have to 
look at the Post-It note any more to sign 
her name. In fact, I think I sign her name 
the same way I sign my name, just with a 
different pen. 

There are some situations where she 
signs her own name: bereavement cards 
(depending on her relationship) or people 
who she is genuinely friendly with. I 
can usually determine under which 
circumstances she would like to sign  
her name, but occasionally there is  
some gray area. 

Megan has to suck it up and sign the 
birthday card for me in November since 
those cards are not circulated to me. 

I forget how it came to light, perhaps in 
a staff meeting. No matter, but Megan 
disclosed that I sign cards for her. Now 
everyone knows and, really, it is fine. 
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My Mother’s Letters

 “Wabi-sabi is about the minor and the 
hidden, tentative and ephemeral, things subtle and 
evanescent.” 50 What is said in the letters and what 
is unsaid? There are the words and then there is the 
quality of the letters, their physicality. Over time 
they have developed a quality, this wornness, they 
have traveled so many miles, they exist in multiples 
giving them a sameness, but they are all unique. 
 The beauty inherent in what is wabi-sabi is 
also characterized by a dynamic event between 
a person and an object. Koren identifies the 
subtle beauty of wabi-sabi as a state of altered 
consciousness. Reflecting on the letters in this 
context helps me to understand why I feel so 
unusual when I am reading them, or just around 
them. I feel altered by them—it is like traveling 
through time, looking backward. 
 Wabi-sabi also implies an acceptance of  
the inevitable.
 Williams closes When Women Were Birds: “If 
my mother had written the truth of her life, she 
both believed and feared it would be at someone 
else’s expense. She did not want to hurt those she 
loved if her journals were read. And we are raised 
to believe our journals will be read by the future.” 51

 Maybe that is the thing: what is the 
connection of my 16-year-old self to my 52-year-old 
self? I think only my mother could tell me.

I mention my mother’s letters in a thesis writing 
workshop. I mention my mother’s letters with my 
future adviser. I like them and I don’t like them.  
I cherish them and I would like for them to go 
away. Maybe that is what grief is like? Well, yes, 
it is, grief is confusing. And when I look at those 
letters, I feel confused. 
 Those letters are filled with handwriting. 
My mother tells me her story, what is going on. 
And also writes about what is going on with me. 
Since the letters date back to 1985, there is a lot 
of historical reconstructing of my life that goes on 
when I read them. There are some parts of my life 
that I would rather not reconstruct. I want to look 
away, and I can’t look away. 
 In the book When Women Were Birds by Terry 
Tempest Williams, she described what happened 
when her own mother died. They are a Mormon 
family and there were two things a Mormon 
woman was required to do: keep a journal and 
raise a family. I think the journal served as a  
record of the family. The woman is the scribe,  
the keeper of history. Before her mother dies, she 
tells Williams that she can have the journals.
 There are 54 bound books on a shelf. They 
are all blank. 
 Williams says: “To withhold words is power. 
But to share our words with others, openly and 
honestly, is also power.” 47

 The ways my mother shared her words in her 
letters and in her poetry, holds a power. Clearly, the 
letters still hold a power over me. It is not just the 
words, but the writing on the page. She is writing 
to me. An audience of one. 

 Williams captures the sentiment of rereading: 
“These handwritten words in the pages of my 
journal confirm that from an early age I have 
experienced each encounter in my life twice: once 
in the world, and once again on the page.” 48

 Rereading is an encounter with my life again. 
The letters jog my memory; a cast of characters 
walks out of the shadows. Remembering her friends 
and neighbors, incidents, projects, travel plans, the 
details of her life. 
 “I turn the card over and read it again. 
Her script is beautiful in its floral nature, each 
letter unfolding to the next, generous and open. 
I always loved Mother’s handwriting it is easy to 
read, consistent in its thoughtfulness. Even now 
it reassures me. Can a type of penmanship be 
optimistic? I felt my mother’s writing always  
slanted toward the positive.” 49

 My own mother’s handwriting was always 
cursive. She wrote with a ballpoint pen. Blue or 
black: doesn’t matter. She always began the letters: 
“Dearest Sarah,” and she closes “Love, Mom.” 
Her handwriting is easy to read, it is open and not 
too small, I do not struggle to discern what she 
is writing. My mother makes it easy. My mother 
smooths the way. My mother keeps in touch and 
the letters pile up. I have moved them with me from 
New York to Maine to Pennsylvania. When I have 
been away, I have kept them in storage. 
 Looking at the envelopes with no pressure 
to read the letters gave me a more oblique angle 
to study them, to examine my reasons for keeping 
them. They do have a loveliness and they fill me 
with a “sad-beautiful feeling,” which the author 
Leonard Koren identifies as wabi-sabi. 

Here’s what they look like:

My mother’s letters are 

mostly in #10 envelopes

They are all sent from 

Australia to wherever  

I was living

It appears she sometimes 

sent them from work

Some are aerograms

Many have stickers on 

them (teddy bears, cats 

with balls of yarn, penguins, 

parrots, mice, ladybugs, 

bees)

Some have handmade lino 

cuts or rubber stamps

They were hastily opened, 

some do not have 

envelopes

They all say: Love, Mom

Many have lots of XXXXs 

and OOOOs

Most are handwritten,  

a few are typed

Most are four pages  

or more

Many include separate 

letters from my stepfather

Many are on an odd  

green paper

Some are addressed to me 

and my brother when we 

both lived in Brooklyn
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What My Letters Tell Me

The letter is typed, but she has signed her name. 
Attached are photocopies of her and my stepfather’s 
passports. The Commissioner for Declarations has 
signed these with a most intriguing signature. 
 There is a copy of their marriage license 
from The City of  New York. There is the original 
sponsorship form for my immigration filled out by 
my mother. Signed and dated October 9, 1987.
 I have no memory of any of these plans. It 
was at a point when I was unmoored. Clearly, I 
changed my mind … I went and lived with my aunt 
and uncle in rural Maine. I also think paperwork 
was beyond me. Documents were mysterious. I lost 
things. At one point, I lost my passport.
 I’m uncertain if I don’t have a memory of 
this plan because it was a long time ago or if it 
can be attributed to personal trauma. My mother 
immigrating was traumatic on some level, I can 
see, looking back to my 16-year-old self, but I 
wouldn’t have had the perspective at the time to 
describe it as such. 

 In Bessel van der Kolk’s book The Body 
Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing 
of Trauma, he describes writing as an expressive 
therapy. Muteness is associated with trauma and 
terror. When my mother and I wrote letters, there 
was always an effort to connect—to translate our 
experiences into writing. The day-to-day, the 
mundane, the details, relationships, plans. It was a 
natural thing for us to do, to write to one another. 
I believe we were both in a state of loss—trauma 
sounds like too strong a word—and the writing 
helped. Translating experience into writing and 
the act of writing by hand cements a mind/body 
connection between thoughts and expression of 
those thoughts. They are real now, on the page. 
There is a physicality in the transmission of ideas. 
 The letters now are unruly, messy, funny, 
mysterious, sometimes burdensome, touching. Is 
writing essential to healing? I can’t say, but I do 
know that in looking at my pile of letters, there is 
evidence of being loved, of lives being lived.

I have a lot of letters. I must have written a lot of 
letters because I got a lot in return. My mother 
immigrated to Australia on June 23, 1985. 
Overseas phone calls were very expensive, the 
connections were typically horrible, the time 
difference is a pain, so we wrote a lot of letters. 
I still have them and mixed in with them all are 
letters from a lot of other people. Some people are 
dead, like my grandparents; some I am still friends 
with; others I have broken up with or they were  
just part of another life. 
 I am looking at a pile of letters right now. 
Yesterday, I tried to go through them. And, when I 
say I tried to go through them, I had this idea that  
I wouldn’t read them, I would just sort them by who 
they were from. Easy! But really not so easy. There 
are too many and some were not in envelopes and I 
would be tempted to read them. And then my mind 
goes back to the past and sometimes I don’t really 
want to be in the past, alone with my letters. 
 There is this whole art to the letters. My 
mother often made her own stationery. Her 

first job when she immigrated was with the 
Health Authority in an office with the ominous 
title The Radiation Safety Section. Easy access 
to photocopiers was a new thing as was word 
processing. My mother was a clerk of some sort, 
so she had free time. I have worked as a clerk 
and secretary so I know what that feels like. You 
have to keep your brain engaged, and the work is 
not going to fill that void. She would experiment 
with the copier to make stationary: copy photos, 
leaves, flowers, tinfoil forms, poems she wrote, 
and eventually she would make copies to make 
turpentine transfers. Collage was what she did. My 
mom would pen long letters at her desk, talk with 
her coworkers who became characters in the letters, 
and report on morning and afternoon tea breaks. 
 So, I am going through the letters yesterday 
and one of the first things I pull out of the bag 
is a letter to the Australian Consulate General 
in New York as an application for my mother to 
sponsor my migration to Australia. She signs off 
“Yours Faithfully,” which I find kind of wrenching. 
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C/O: care of

“A stamp is an image on a journey.”

-Hans Gunter Schmitz

I am done going through the pile of letters. I sorted 
them by who sent them to me. Some I can easily 
distinguish from the sender’s handwriting. Easy. 
Some I had to look at the return address. A few 
names I had to go deep into my memory to recall 
who this person was. Some I could not believe I 
even had a correspondence with. 
 As I was sorting the letters, I also found some 
I have written and never sent. It could have been 
laziness, change of heart, forgetfulness. I wrote 
letters in lots of places: I am on the bus, on a plane, 
in a class, in my bed, sitting on the front steps.  
It was important for me in these letters to set  
the stage. 
 Philip Roth, in Reading Myself and Others, called 
the unsent letter “a flourishing subliterary genre 
with a long and moving history.” 52

 Two of the tallest piles were from my mom 
and my friend Francesca who I met in the first 
grade. Each envelope Francesca sent me was 
unique, including a drawing or a special way she 
wrote my address. We wrote to each other from 
elementary school through college, and now, we 
send the occasional text. We have emailed each 
other when our parents have died. 
 These letters are in my care. It really was 
enough—there is an overwhelming abundance of 
them. I will take care of them, but now half of them 
are organized by sender and they are tucked away 
in a box, except for the ones from my mother and 
another category that emerged: those letters that 
were sent to me “c/o”: in care of.

 

 The c/o designation means that the recipient 
is not a permanent resident at the address. 
 Over the years, I have found myself in “c/o” 
other people. I have moved around and stayed with 
other members of my family for long periods of 
time. I have counted these places among my homes. 
And these people have taken care of me. They 
cooked for me, let me drive their cars. In my young 
mind I believed these were reciprocal relationships, 
but because I was young, let’s agree they probably 
were not. 
 I am reminded that there are people who have 
never addressed an envelope or bought a stamp. 
They don’t know where the stamp goes or the 
hierarchy of:

Name 

Street 

City, State  Zip Code

 “Stamps are a particular barrier for young 
people who have grown up communicating 
digitally.” 53

 It is just not something they have done. I know 
this because I work at a college and was designing 
some postcards for students to send. The woman 
who manages the mailroom told me that I would 
need to provide instructions on addressing and 
stamping and then how to mail them. Sending 
something personal through the mail can be a 
novel activity or just unfamiliar.
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The No-Draw Rule

around me. I incorporate handwriting in the 
drawings as a journaling practice. You can read the 
writing or not. It serves as part of the texture. 
 The writing part of it evolved from a failed 
daily journaling practice: Write for 30 minutes. I 
wanted to include handwriting in my daily practice 
and merging it with the drawing was a natural fit. 
The words become part of the picture. Sometimes, 
I can’t read them myself. Sometimes when I am 
feeling that the drawing is not very good, adding 
the words makes me feel a little better about the 
whole experience.  
 I have rules for this practice:

• the timer is set for 30 minutes

•  two pencils are sharpened (I’ve gotten very 

particular about my pencil. I now have an 

opinion about my pencil and I think I am a 

pencil snob.)

•  two lines are drawn around the page for  

a frame

•  the drawing is from a photo I’ve taken, or 

drawn while sitting outdoors

• the writing can be about … anything

•  sometimes I snap a picture of the drawing 

and send it to someone who has shared an 

experience with me and I have either drawn 

it or written about it

• the date is indicated at the bottom

 I like this practice because it involves 
handwriting, and it is gives me an anchor. I do it 
every day. It is grounding. I either print (the easiest), 
write in script (very difficult), or all caps (very slow, 
but I like the visual effect). I also do it because there 
is no reason not to, there are no excuses. The tools 
and rules are simple.
 This practice also surprises me: It’s not perfect 
in the ways in which I was taught the methods of 
modernist design should be. Clean, defined, tied to 
consumerist wants and needs.
 “When something is perfect, when something 
is perfected, it is finished. It is complete. It is dead 
to change, to the world, to life. What are we so 
afraid of that we are constantly trying to put the 
brakes on life, on change, on difference?” 
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 Suddenly, I draw. It is goofy and flawed 
and, some days, I think ridiculous. But I will keep 
showing up and drawing and writing. And, what’s 
more, I’ll show you what I’ve done. 
 See one hundred days of handwriting and 
drawing in Appendix A: second nature, page 56.

“ Sarah’s apparent lack of interest in painting 

and drawing hampered her progress in this 

class. Although she has a very good color 

sense she needs to work on problems of 

composition and to feel more relaxed with  

the painting medium.”

- K. Bradford, April 1987 

State University of New York, Purchase

I discovered this document amongst my letters (see 
page 53). It is handwritten which makes it feel all 
the more of a personal slight. Although when I read 
it now, May 2020, I busted out laughing. 
 It is titled “Student Evaluation Report.” 
There is a letter grade (C+), but also a written 
evaluation on a multipart form. My copy is the 
pink copy. I think at SUNY Purchase they offered 
these evaluations along with the letter grade as a 
compromise between not giving grades at all, but  
I guess they probably had to.
 Clearly, this teacher didn’t know what to do 
with me. This was a studio class at a college known 
for its visual and performing arts. I loved art in 
high school, but was way out of my league in this 
studio class. It scared the shit out of me. There were 
easels, and it felt like a performance. It was quiet 
and serious. I was shy and depressed. I’m sure the 
teacher was probably smart and talented, and I 
don’t harbor any ill feeling for her. She probably 
just wanted to do her own painting, but here she 
found herself teaching. 
 In her book, Chasing The Perfect: Thoughts 
On Modernist Design in Our Time by Natalia Ilyin, 
she describes the “No-Draw Rule” for graphic 
designers as it relates to modernist biases in  
design education:
 “…we designers have forgotten the original 
reason that we don’t draw well. We just somehow 
never get around to learning. We respond to an 

invisible prejudice embedded in our design culture, 
react to a stimulus we do not recognize, mold our 
lives with rules we do not see.” 54

 It was a relief for my development as a 
graphic designer to not draw any more. I would 
occasionally do the odd sketch, but no more 
drawing. No more painting. K. Bradford’s 
handwritten evaluation about my lack of skill  
and interest kind of knocked it all out of me.
 Now, almost accidentally, I have developed 
a drawing and writing practice. It makes me 
feel vulnerable to draw. It’s scary sometimes. 
Sometimes it is ridiculous and I wonder why I keep 
going. But I am on this path with a daily practice, 
and I feel like I would be letting myself down if I 
didn’t do it. 
 I started drawing again with the help of a 
1964 book called Creative Drawing, Point and Line 
(Creative Play Series). It illustrates simple drawing 
methods aimed at educators, and there are a lot  
of children’s drawings in the book. I really liked  
the kids’ methods of drawing and followed their 
lead. I liked their drawings more than my idea 
of what I thought my drawings should look like. 
Techniques are stressed: line and point and not 
exclusively finished work. 
 I get ideas for my drawings on my daily walks. 
I coax cows to the edges of fields. I look at the 
weeds. It causes me to look closely for patterns and 
textures and the way I feel about the landscape 
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Historically, in the pedagogical methods used for 
teaching penmanship, there was a strong emphasis 
on consistency. Repetitive exercises and drills were 
taught so everyone formed letters in the same way. 
This was an era of mass production and uniformity 
was stressed. Penmanship for business was taught in 
colleges and sameness was valued. 
 Our eyes today are very quick to pick out 
digital handwritten fonts. We know that they are 
not actually handwritten and we are accustomed to 
seeing them as part of the typographical landscape. 
Our own handwriting is not consistent from letter 
to letter. There are variations and idiosyncrasies. 
 If handwritten digital fonts were available 
in 1900, perhaps they would be highly valued: 
They are wildly consistent. Now we may find 
handwritten fonts disingenuous or only acceptable 
if confined to wedding invitations and greeting 
cards. Their place in typography is nostalgic. 
 Physical letters also call into question what 
and how we save things. I am conflicted about my 
personal letters, yet they tell a story of lives lived, 
they create a narrative, they reveal a humanity. 
The conflict comes with artifacts that force me  
to reflect when it is hard to. 
 My mother’s letters helped me look at the 
grief of losing her in a different way. Seeing her 
handwriting was revisiting our relationship. It had 
been a real thing and the letters are like proof.  
My memories are right in front of me. It’s what she 
wrote and handwriting as the medium makes it all 
the more human, real, tactile. They leave a record 
in ways digital media do not. 
 

 I began my MFA degree five weeks after 
my mother died, and I wasn’t sure if I could start 
school or not. It seemed like too much. And it didn’t 
seem like a place I could talk about grief, nor did I 
expect it to be, but it is. 
 Maybe you like to write things down, maybe 
it is not your thing. Handwriting is but one 
method of self-expression. Digital modes are more 
commonplace and, at times, more accessible than 
they were in the past. Leaving a legacy of objects 
that require custodial care is a matter of personal 
choice, and when there are no “objects” to care 
for but digital artifacts, we will engage with them 
in different ways. We may not hold a handwritten 
letter in our hands, but Facebook will prompt 
us with a memory from three years ago. It is 
unsettling to see the faces of dead relatives pop up, 
unbidden, in morning emails. We have willingly 
put our memories in the hands of multinational 
companies to write our history for us, dole them  
out as they see fit, according to their algorithms.
 Writing by hand can itself be a radical 
action. As seen in ephemera from the 1960s and 
’70s, people wanted to share information separate 
from corporate culture, to tell their own stories. 
Today, handwriting can be used in the same ways: 
unfettered from digitization, deskilled, expressive. 
We see handwritten protest signs for racial and 
social justice in our present day and they are 
powerful signifiers, defining a historical moment. 
 To this I say: Write on!

Conclusion
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Appendix A 
second nature: 100 days of handwriting and drawing

DAY 1 you’re so vain

DAY 2 spring is tough

DAY 3 defer to her

DAY 4 warns of checkpoints

DAY 5 darlene in ozark

DAY 6 several fishing reports

DAY 7 once ran over

DAY 8 in separate directions

DAY 9 the virgin mary

DAY 10 spread her windbreaker

DAY 11 make me nervous

DAY 12 reading me excerpts

DAY 13 hammer their way

DAY 14 our respective tasks

DAY 15 nasal swab test

DAY 16 opposing expansive directions

DAY 17 getting wicked tidy

DAY 18 a fuzzy appearance

DAY 19 casting long shadows

DAY 20 walk by unmolested

DAY 21 slightly different rate

DAY 22 situation was settled

DAY 23 changed my mind

DAY 24 breathing will change

DAY 25 scout master’s house

DAY 26 might be pregnant

DAY 27 pretty obnoxious attitude

DAY 28 in tasseled boots

DAY 29 make some sacrifices

DAY 30 staring into space

DAY 31 bright green umbrella

DAY 32 real soft spot

DAY 33 burgundy creeper guy

DAY 34 aspiring bird watcher

DAY 35 quietly seated pose

DAY 36 with my emotions

DAY 37 hopping along behind

DAY 38 old washing machine

DAY 39 a hollow log

DAY 40 like flight risk

DAY 41 i love backgrounds

DAY 42 like rain dancing

DAY 43 friends for company

DAY 44 air conditioned forest

DAY 45 completely willy nilly

DAY 46 half a worm

DAY 47 feeling of tenderness

DAY 48 haven’t been alone

DAY 49 weak present situation

DAY 50 spent in speculation

DAY 51 just a function

DAY 52 tucked under her

DAY 53 some tense situations

DAY 54 unexpected and expensive

DAY 55 this simple twig

DAY 56 actually be kinder

DAY 57 seem too lean

DAY 58 no neighbors yelling

DAY 59 practice target shooting

DAY 60 every possible angle

DAY 61 i’ll never know

DAY 62 as if engaged

DAY 63 your own breeze

DAY 64 a crucial turn

DAY 65 awkward or freaked

DAY 66 waste of time

DAY 67 abundance and collecting

DAY 68 in my wallet

DAY 69 little boy announced

DAY 70 make no plans

DAY 71 the safety officer

DAY 72 at impossible angles

DAY 73 are feeling lazy

DAY 74 close to dying

DAY 75 an odd lethargy

DAY 76 egg laying parts

DAY 77 a tiny breeze

DAY 78 stuck and died

DAY 79 a strong inkling

DAY 80 cracked and frozen

DAY 81 flap at yourself

DAY 82 something very big

DAY 83 unravel all plans

DAY 84 heavy cloud watching

DAY 85 i get tired

DAY 86 smooth river stones

DAY 87 that delightful thing

DAY 88 necks knees armpits

DAY 89 that’s my job

DAY 90 drain an abscess

DAY 91 locust popping up

DAY 92 together skimming along

DAY 93 has to hibernate

DAY 94 whiff of something

DAY 95 get the harness

DAY 96 behind the screen

DAY 97 in perpetual motion

DAY 98 starting to think

DAY 99 a death counter

DAY 100 pleasant staring contest
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> set timer for 30 minutes

> sharpen two pencils

> draw two lines around the page for a frame

> draw from an object, a photo, or outdoors

> writing can be about anything

> indicate the date at the bottom
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DAY 11

tools used

> pencil for drawing

+  blackwing 602

+  it has an eraser on the end, 

which i try not to use too much

+  it makes for smooth drawing

+  when i’m done drawing it’s 

necessary to have a second 

pencil, nice and sharp, to start 

the writing

> pencil for writing 

+  papermate mirado HB2

+  round, wood pencil also with 

an eraser

> sketchbook

+  7x10 spiral-bound

+  opens flat and is a nice size  

for 30 minutes of drawing  

and writing 

+  easy to fit in a bag
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handwriting styles

> printing

+ my normal writing

+ sometimes sloppy

+ hard to read

> script

+ strangely hard to execute

+ slower than printing

+ makes my hand tired

> all caps

+ very slow

+ adds a nice effect to the page

+ also makes my hand tired
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themes emerge

weeds

fields 

pasture

crops

trails

roads

cows

trees

bark

rocks

clouds

sky

plants

streams

one horse

one mule
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outcomes of the practice

>  switching gears to draw is 

sometimes a pain

+  it feels like an interruption, 

but it's not

+  sometimes it is hard and this 

never really got easier

+  this is ok

+  i never regretted taking the 

time to draw

>  a slowing down happens, a 

shift of the brain, a change  

in the way of seeing

>  by drawing the two lines 

around the page (easy), it's 

already started, i'm drawing 

(which is hard)

> judgement is suspended

>  some self-talk helped me get 

through this, such as

+ they are only shapes

+  pretend you're 6 years old 

and you just don't care

+  make more lines

+  more lines = more fun

+  start anywhere

>  having done lots of drawings 

and writing brings with it a 

sense of abundance

>  the writing can add a 

narrative to the drawing  

or be a place for reflection

>  now i can walk around with  

a sketchbook and draw and 

am a much cooler person
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Baskerville
An English businessman, John Baskerville was 
born in 1707. He had an early career teaching 
handwriting as a writing master before becoming 
a printer. He directed his punchcutter, John 
Handy, in the design of many typefaces. Benjamin 
Franklin, a fellow printer, was a great admirer of 
Baskerville’s and promoted his typefaces in the 
United States. Baskerville is a transitional typeface 
and bridges the gap between Old Style and 
Modern type design. He was also an innovator in 
printing, paper, and ink production. 

Franklin Gothic

Franklin Gothic was developed in the early years 

of the 20
th

 century by the type foundry American 

Type Founders (ATF) and credited to its head 

designer Morris Fuller Benton. It was named in 

honor of Benjamin Franklin who was a prolific 

American printer. Franklin was an admirer of  

John Baskerville’s work. 
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In this thesis, I examine the handwritten letters 
from my past as a lens to understand the role 
of  handwriting as a technology in the present 
moment. My motivation is spurred by my own 
personal archive of handwritten ephemera. 
The handwritten, signatures for example, have 
not been totally replaced by digital methods 
of verification. Our handwriting is tied to our 
identities in both positive (self-expression) and 
negative ways (shame and punishment). 

Handwriting connects us to the touch 
world. In graphic design, I examine the use of 
handwritten digital fonts as well as handwriting 
in DIY publications. 

My methods are based in both 
autoethnography and research. This thesis 
posits that there continues to be a place for the 
handwritten. Digital technologies to reduce 
bureaucracy will replace burdensome paperwork. 
This will be a relief. However, our fascination 
with what is handwritten, seeing the hand of the 
maker, binds us in a common humanity. 
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