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How did you approach the book?
Jaki Svaren: I had seen exemplar alphabets of other calligra-
phers reproduced with no how-to directions and with letters 
carefully corrected beyond the skills of those just starting 
calligraphy. So I decided to make models for my book that 
were possible for beginners to copy and even trace (a good 
way to get the feel of a form). All the lettering in Written Let-
ters (except the smallest writing) was done with commonly 
available nibs (Speedball C- and B-Series, and Mitchell Round 
Hand) and is reproduced actual size, just as I wrote it. No 
white paint was used to correct forms (this was long before 
digital retouching). In the book, I noted the nibs used for the 
alphabets and for the text so that the student could use the 
same nibs I used. For the model alphabets, I did cut and paste 
better examples of those letters with which I had difficulties. 
The great majority of the pages did not require pasting in bet-
ter letters, but many did. Even the tiny Italic used for the direc-
tions in the model alphabets is actual size; it was done with 
small, cut-off pointed (crow quill) nibs. 

Written Letters was first published in 1975. Calligraphy books 
were scarce then. Was finding a publisher for your book difficult? 
These days it seems like every publisher puts out at least one  
calligraphy/lettering title each year. 
Jaki: I sent letters to all the publishers I could think of. Each 
letter included a complete, offset-printed spread with model 
alphabet and explanatory text. After many rejections, The 
Bond Wheelwright Company, a small publisher in Maine, 
finally accepted the book. They had earlier published a book 
with Ray Daboll’s calligraphy, so the included recommenda-

tion from Lloyd Reynolds helped, I’m sure. Thea Wheelwright 
understood the book, and had uncompromising faith in the 
project. The original printing of 1,000 sold out in less than six 
month’s time.

Tell me about the several later versions of Written Letters.  
How did they come about?
Jaki: During the two years it took to finish Written Letters, it 
felt as if the book came through me – I was not actually writ-
ing it on my own – and I still feel that way. It is for this reason 
that, when I had to change publishers (to Pentalic/Taplinger) 
and it was decided to add alphabets and update ten existing 
ones, I would not alter the character of the book, even though 
requests were made to set some of the text in type (“it would 
be faster”), to delete the “unprofessional” asides, and to make 
other changes. All the new pages were done completely in 
calligraphy, no retouching and printed actual size, like the 
original.
   Over the years, after the initial printing, I came to realize 
that Edward Johnston’s Foundational alphabet was of great 
value, so it was included in the new 29-alphabet version, as 
was the turned-pen alphabet I created, with the minuscule 
called Bone and the majuscule named Osteon. Other new 
alphabets came from my professional work, which demanded 
stronger forms, ones that were easier to reproduce well, as 
not all printers were as careful as the one I regularly used for 
commissions. A second Italic, one that had more impact, was 
developed, and the forms of several other hands in the book 
were given more weight.
   For the 33-alphabet version, published in 1986, four Book 
Hand variations were added, and the Italic handwriting sec-
tion was extended, among other text changes. The book’s 
physical form also was altered. The margins were trimmed, 
and it was given a spine to make it more bookstore friendly, 
losing its user-friendly spiral binding. The book’s trademark 
red-and-black colors and the size-as-written exemplar alpha-
bets remained. I’m excited that Written Letters is going to be 
available again and that it is to be republished with the origi-
nal hardcover spiral binding.

Jacqueline Svaren’s Written Letters had been out of print for 
many years, and used copies were commanding a high price, 
regardless of condition. The Calligraphy Initia tive in Honor of 
Lloyd J. Reynolds, a program of the Douglas F. Cooley Memorial 
Art Gallery at Reed College in Portland, Oregon, has republished 
the book’s 1986 second (revised and expanded) edition. The  
new edition has updated in formation on calligraphy resources 
and organizations and new introductory words from Jaki, who 
passed away in November, 2021. (Fortunately, Jaki was able to 
see a printed copy of the new edition.) The book originally came 
out when few good calligraphy instructional books were in print, 
and it, no doubt, helped fuel the great explosion of interest in  
calligraphy in the 1970s and 80s. In 2019, Jaki shared with me  
a bit more about how the book came to be. –John Neal

Next page: Three alphabet spreads from Jacqueline Svaren’s 
Written Letters. She has donated her artwork for the book 

to the Richard Harrison Collection of Calligraphy and 
Lettering in the San Francisco Public Library. To view it, 

contact the library’s Special Collections. sfpl.org

https://www.johnnealbooks.com/product/written-letters-svaren
https://www.johnnealbooks.com/product/written-letters-svaren
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