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INTRODUCTION

Handwriting is a functional thing, intended for communicating
and recording thought. It is to be read, and therefore legibility is
an essential virtue. By also expressing personality it has a value
that is appreciated by everybody: indeed there are some who seem
to regard legibility as less important than the mark of individuality
that handwriting bears. We may look for more in handwriting,
however, for though it certainly should be legible and inimitable,
it may also have the quality of the craftsman’s work. How excel-
lent that handwriting can provide an outlet for skill and aesthetic
feeling, particularly where the ability to draw is lacking. How
worth-while when handwriting interests the writer and pleases
the reader. How satisfying when something ordinary and com-
monplace is raised towards the beautiful. Just as speech can be a
delightful vehicle of words and thoughts, so too can handwriting;
and so language is served.

The italic hand, with which this book is concerned, is one equally
suitable for use by the young child at school and by the adult. The
child needs a simple but practical and interesting system, whilst
the reforming adult who is discontented with what his writing has
become, and wishes for relief from the boredom of scribble, asks
for a script that has grace as well as legibility and speed. So vital is
the italic script that a Society for Italic Handwriting has been
formed with an international membership.

Handwriting when considered as an art is calligraphy. Calli-
graphical principles and methods are put forward herein which, if
applied, will produce a beautiful script that is also legible and cap-
able of meeting . the stresses of speed. Beauty is not a decorative
external element which can be added to a script and thus transform
it, so that it can then be called calligraphy.

Writing is performed by movements: it is a dance of the pen.
When looking at handwriting we do not see the motions of the
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are certainly not accepted, and, in fact, are denied, but even if
they were sound, nobody questions the high standard of legibility
in reformed italic hands. The faster one writes the more individual
is the writing. A child who is found to be writing italic too slowly
is probably trying too hard. In the handwriting lessons pains-
taking practice is right, but away from them freedom must offset
discipline. Discipline gives skill and freedom gives speed.

The sort of pen recommended for italic handwriting is one
which makes thicks and thins naturally, has little flexibility, and
is easy-running.

Speed in handwriting is achieved by personal ability, but there
are many economies which can be effected and which are included
in the model.

Rhythm, an essential to speed (though often hurtful to legi-
bility), is inherent in many of the letters of the alphabet, and pat-
tern comes simply and delightfully. There seems no end to the
possible calligraphical graces of italic.

To write well one must wish to do so; and this points to the
importance of teachers showing by their attitude a regard for this
worth-while activity. Some teachers have remarked upon the
improved morale of a class when handwriting has been taught with
understanding. As the act of writing legibly imposes control and
self-discipline it is not surprising that there should be some over-
lap. Also it has been noted that children brought to appreciate
their lessons in penmanship often show an increased interest in
other school subjects.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF ITALIC

When Florentine scholars, early in that period we know as the
Italian Renaissance, began to search for the forgotten classic
authors, they found manuscripts written in the carolingian (or
caroline) minuscules of earlier centuries. The clear rounded letters
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Introduction

want to move away from the sct italic towards freedom and
speed.

The instruction given here is in the writing of a careful copy-
book hand in the italic style of the author’s modcl. A model, of
course, is not an indication of what the developed hand should
resemble, for exemplars are written slowly and with precision, so
as to make teaching clear and to indicate the desirable movements,
and they necd at first to be copied slowly. Models are better if
they are pure calligraphy and do not show expressions of per-
sonality. The idiosyncrasies of the writing-master need to be
weeded since they serve no purpose. In point of fact, an excmplar
should be exemplary (as far as possible!). Freedom and speed
which come with practice after the initial study of the model
naturally modify the script. In a sense, a model is but a guide to
the beginning of an unknown personal journey, the directions one
takes later being a matter of private inclination. In seeking direc-
tion, sclf-tuition and sclf-criticism are most valuable. The Renais-
sance scripts and models often have a quality greater than we have
attained but which we should aim to secure. Reference to them as
well as to the author’s model is advised.

The model offered, thercfore, is a set version of italic hand-
writing in which are incorporated common characteristics of the
lhumanistic cursives of the Renaissance and favours narrow curving
bends rather than pointed angles. There are numcrous versions
of italic handwriting of the fifteenth and sixtcenth centuries,
but the model is not derived from any one source, though it is
held to be essentially true italic. This manual was first published
in 1932 and since then the system has been tried out sufficiently
both by schools and by adults to be put forward with confi-
dence. (The author has given lessons to quite 1,000 adults.)
The common criticisms encountered are that the script is neces-
sarily slow, and tends to preciousness and to the elimination of
individuality. These criticisms, backed by insufficient knowledge,
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pen, but the trail of ink laid by the pen when it was in contact
with paper. Yet a handwriting model which ignored the kind of
motions involved in writing would be a poor guide. The line and
shape of italic is an expression of movement.

The purpose of this book is to give instruction to the adult who
is bent on reforming his handwriting or who is a teacher of child-
ren. It is assumed the teacher is generally in both these categories
and will wish to write in the style he or she teaches. The best
teacher of handwriting is obviously something of a penman him-
self, who knows what good writing is and how to write well. This
is perhaps a hard saying, yet young children, being imitative, may
be as much impressed by the movements they see when a teacher
writes on a blackboard as by a static timeless excmplar written by
a calligrapher unknown to them. Mrs Margaret Darrell has re-
marked: ‘Good copybooks provide good models but, with
children, good models do not necessarily provide good writers—
good teachers are the link.’

In addition to teachers and amateurs there are those who are
interested professionally in the design of lettering: namely, calli-
graphers, typographers, commercial artists, signwriters, etc. To
these a knowledge of the italic letter and the principles governing
its form and design are obviously desirable. Because italic lends
itself to variety so much more than the Roman letter, the study of
italic by letterers and printers is therefore of importance.

Although this manual was originally intended to do no more
than put forward a system of handwriting for ordinary usage, the
grace of italic has drawn attention to the possibilities and potential
value of the set italic script for use for formal purposes and also as
a special hand for those occasions when there is a desire to make
and to please and when speed of execution is not a factor (cf.
Plates 39 and 40). Edward Johnston once said to his pupils: ‘When
a thing is different it is not the same!” A set italic is not a ‘precious’
free italic: it is not the same. Normally, of course, the writer will
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AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE NINTH EDITION

A series of new illustrations have been added to this edition
showing demonstration scripts written by a number of accom-
plished writers in England, U.S.A. and Canada. These make a
remarkable and valuable feature of this edition, for they give
evidence of the international usefulness of italic handwriting, as
well as of its various expressions of grace. The comments on
handwriting in the examples add further to the value of the book.
Most of the examples come from America and represent the
rising attention now being given to the virtues of italic hand-
writing in several States of the U.S.A. More control will have
been used by the contributors than would be appropriate for
scribbled notes which would stress individuality rather than
style and legibility, and therefore would not fit the educational
purpose of this book. This is not to say that the italic hand
restricts casual usage, such as in making hasty memoranda,
shopping lists, and other ephemera, for it is an all-purposes style.
An interesting circumstance which has arisen of late is that
versions of my simple italic alphabet of Figure 40 have been
published in the U.S.A., Sweden and East Germany. The
simplicity of this alphabet and the fact that it can be easily
developed into fluent writing, entitles it as worthy of study
by educational authorities concerned with the teaching of the
young.
ALFRED FAIRBANK
February 1974
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‘Now any spiritual elevation must come through
competent teachers cultivating the idea of Beauty
in the young. That children have an innate love of
Beauty is undeniable. Yet this is so little recog-
nized that our best and most attentive teachers
frequently exhibit surprise when they discover a
greater aesthetic sensibility in their young pupils
than in the mature intelligence of their own in-
culcated minds; and they will even take credit for
this acute observation. But, while the intellectual
faculty is still dormant, spiritual things are to
children as music is, which a child readily absorbs,
without thought, although a full-grownman, if he
has lacked that happy initiation, can scarcely by
grammar come at the elements.’

From a broadcast lecture ‘Poetry’ by Robert Bridges
given on February 28, 1929.
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From Arte de escrivir by Francisco Lucas. Madrid, 1577
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