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introduction

In the fall of 1978, I was an unemployed English literature major who had spent the
past four years teaching swimming for the Boston School Department. I had taken
courses in chemistry to prepare for studying nutrition, education to become a special
education teacher, and children’s literature because I wanted to open a children’s
bookstore. I don’t know that I could have verbalized it at the time, but I wanted more
than a job or a career; somewhere deep inside I was seeking a life’s work.
The invitation came in humble package—a request from a high school friend for
lettering a page in a wedding album for a friend of hers. My “yes” led me from
occasional dabbling to serious independent study of calligraphy, which opened up
door after door into the world of art. This book is my story, originally told in
forty blog posts in the closing months of 2018. It is about more than learning how
to hold a pen and form letters; it is about growing up and growing older. While
I experienced much frustration on the path, I know how incredibly lucky I am to
have spent the past forty years in the arts and be able to look forward to a future of
continued creative work.
I have not done it alone. I have always had the support of my family—my parents,
my husband, and my children. I have had teachers who came to me through their
books and in person. I have had friends who shared the journey. And I have had Jenny
Hunter Groat. She ended the first letter in our correspondence, which I initiated,
with the words: “Please keep your soul your own.” I have tried.
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lear ni ng callig r a phy pa rt 1

Calligraphy is not arbitrary. Neither is it “fancy,” as in “Ooh, you have such fancy
handwriting.” Traditional calligraphy is based on principles and on consistency.
A well-executed page is like a beautifully woven piece of cloth where the tension
is even and there are no gaps or loose threads. In the beginning it was all about
learning the basics and making my letters as close to the ones in the exemplars as I
could. Adding personality to my letters came later.
For me, the absolute magic of calligraphy was, and still is, the fact that the thicks
and thins of the letters are created by the placement of the edged pen at a consistent
angle to the writing line. Nothing extra is done to change the line from thick to thin.
It just happens. Now, at the beginning, it is not easy to keep the pen at that angle but
the rewards for understanding and following the rule are substantial.
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o ut into the world

Although there was something so peaceful about those early days at the
dining room table, I didn’t stay in that bubble for long. Because I was unemployed
and spending all my time doing calligraphy, I thought I should try to make money
at it. After all, the person for whom I had lettered the wedding album page sent me
a check for $10. After I had written out a poem for a friend, I received a package
of goodies at Christmas. I was sufficiently encouraged to have a table at an art and
culture gathering at the Lowell Memorial Auditorium in Lowell, Massachusetts the
following spring.
I threw myself on the unsuspecting and largely ignorant (of the finer points
of calligraphy) public with a combination of outward enthusiasm and inward
insecurity. You might think my insecurity lessened as I went on but the opposite
was true. As my calligraphy got better, so did my critical skills. I could see flaws
that I didn’t know existed the year before. Instead of abating, my insecurity grew.
A year later, I wrote these two passages in my journal:

Ann Schecter’s (art critic for the Lowell Sun and later a good friend) column in the Sunday
Sun—met her Friday night—she said nice things about me, very nice, in relation to exhibit at
the Medical Associates (a medical building that exhibited the work of local artists)—called my
script “exquisite and moving,” which of course from my eyes isn’t true at all. From this end it’s
awkward and static, and I know my opinion is based on greater knowledge, and so I feel like
a sham, a fake, and while I will say it has renewed my desire to work hard, etc., it has also
contributed to my ache in the stomach.
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c allig r aphy for hire

My favorite work was designing invitations for the art exhibits of friends and
colleagues. In the days before computers and desktop publishing, it was cheaper,
quicker, and easier for me to hand-letter the whole thing.
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c a llig r aphy for exhibition

From the beginning, I was interested in doing work that could be framed and
hung on the wall. My earliest pieces were inspired by calligraphy of the past. I spent
a lot of time looking at, and copying, pictures of old manuscript pages. Two Thousand
Years of Calligraphy, a catalog from a 1965 exhibition given to me by William Cladek,
a calligrapher from my hometown of Rahway, New Jersey, was the source for the
white vine initial in the 1981 rendition of a passage from the “Song of Solomon”
on the opposite page and the border in the Elizabeth Barrett Browning sonnet
below. Both were from fifteenth-century Italian books.
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c alli g raphy for exhibition

Exhibition at Art Alive!

At the arts event at the Lowell Memorial Auditorium, I met some of the artists
who were forming a group that came to be called Art Alive! The Greater Lowell Art
Co-op. I was deeply involved from its beginning in November 1979 until I moved
from the area in 1985. We saw ourselves as an alternative to the older Lowell Art
Association, established in 1878. We were generously given gallery space downtown
by the newly created Lowell National Historical Park, which had purchased the
Solomon’s Fabrics building at 200 Merrimack Street and did not yet have a use
for it. We shared the space with a local non-profit organization, Human Services
Corporation. Once the word got out, we drew members from a thirty-plus-mile
radius. While there was an age range, most of us were in our late twenties to midforties. Some had been to art school; many had not. Some were experienced artists
with resumés of exhibitions; many had never exhibited before.
We forged close bonds. We had monthly exhibits where we could exhibit one or
two pieces and opportunities for solo and shared shows. To have a place to regularly
exhibit with the support of friends was such a great starting point. I shared the
struggles and joys of making art with like-minded people. I learned about framing,
presentation, meeting deadlines, publicizing work, and pushing ahead. Again, maybe
too soon, but it made me work harder and get comfortable with the public part of
being an artist.
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c a llig r aphy for exhibition

Above: Bone design made by dripping white-out from a bottle, lettering in red gouache. Middle: Abstract design
made with reed and gouache, lettering done with pen and gouache. Below: Lettering with gouache and automatic
pen. Dot at the end of the “n” in Boston directly printed from a blueberry.
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w riter s a nd poets

Black ink on bristol board. I think I used an Osmiroid fountain pen.

The first texts I worked with by a contemporary writer were the poems of
Paul Marion. I met Paul at the same art festival in the Lowell Memorial Auditorium
where I met the artists who were forming the organization that became Art Alive!
He read his poetry, and I soon after asked him for permission to write out his
poems. I exhibited them at the National Park Service across the street from Art
Alive! on Merrimack Street. “Salmon Ladders” was one of the poems in the exhibit.
I later showed my renderings of Paul’s poems at the Whistler House Museum and
Lowell City Hall, and recently as part of a piece called “New England Haiku”
featuring haiku by seven New England poets at the Masscribes exhibit at the John
Joseph Moakley United States Courthouse in Boston.
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w riter s and poets

Living in a town next to Lowell, I immersed myself in the writings of Jack Kerouac,
especially his Lowell books: The Town and the City, Maggie Cassidy, Visions of Gerard, Dr.
Sax, and Vanity of Duluoz. I could feel his presence as I walked the streets of the city.
The passage below is from his last book, Vanity of Duluoz.
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lear ni ng ca llig r aphy part 2

In 1983, I traveled to New York City to attend a week-long workshop with the
Welsh calligrapher Ieuan Rees sponsored by the Society of Scribes. Again, as
important as the calligraphy was the book he introduced us to—The Art Spirit by
the early twentieth- century artist and teacher Robert Henri. And, again, I bought
the book and pored over it. Henri’s focus on the process—the importance of the
moment of creation and the state of the artist at that moment—was very much in
line with the writings of Shunryu Suzuki. It was the beginning of my thinking more
broadly about making art rather than doing calligraphy. On the opposite page is
a review I wrote for the Society of Scribes Newsletter.
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chi l dbirth jour ney

The first work that I consider to be truly my own was Childbirth Journey, a series of
fifteen abstract pastel drawings with calligraphy of excerpts from the journal I kept
through my pregnancy and the months following the birth of my first child. Here’s
what I wrote about the work on the back of the exhibit invitation: “As I tried to come
to terms with the experiences of pregnancy and childbirth, I felt that while the baby
was making a physical journey into the world, I was making an emotional journey to
motherhood. The series is an attempt to express the wide range of emotions—up,
down, and in-between—that made up the journey.”
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c alli g raphy a nd the photocopier

The photocopier bits in the black-and-white version of Childbirth Journey were only
part of my exploration of working with the photocopier. I loved the way the images
broke down through repeated copying and brought unpredictable results. I used to
show up at my local copy shop with a bag of miscellaneous materials and a sheet of
acetate to protect the glass. I tried to be respectful and go during slow times. I then
leased a photocopier which I purchased at the end of the rental term. I kept it until
parts were no longer available. By then, I had a computer and a scanner. A lot of the
photocopier work was inspired by being a new mother.
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ex panding my vis ion

In the fall of 1985, I took a weekend workshop in Boston with Jenny Hunter Groat
on Notan, the Japanese design principle based on the interaction of dark (no) and
light (tan). I had first encountered the concept in a design class with Brenda LowenSiegel at the DeCordova Museum School. I loved Jenny’s workshop and I loved Jenny,
especially the philosophical depth she brought to the study of calligraphy and design.
From her experiences with Zen Buddhism and Jungian analysis, she saw Notan as
more than a design principle. It spoke to her of the importance of acknowledging
and balancing light and dark, positive and negative, in all aspects of life.
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ex panding my vis ion

Some time after I took Jenny’s Notan workshop, I wrote her a letter. I had never
done anything like that before. I described my conflicted feelings about calligraphy,
my desire to expand beyond it but not knowing where to go. I’m not sure I ever
felt like I truly belonged to whatever I thought the calligraphy community was.
As I started to question and try to stretch myself, I didn’t feel those efforts were
appreciated. I see now that there was a lot I got wrong over the years due to my
oversensitivity and insecurity, however, I think there was some truth in my feelings.

My letter touched a chord in Jenny. She wrote me back a long letter of encouragement,
the first of the many times she shared her profound belief: “Follow your heart. Let
it and your work lead you.”

90

the book year s

Handmade books opened up a new world to me. I approached them very
differently than I had calligraphy. With calligraphy, I was like a sponge. I wanted to
learn everything I could. With books, I had a sense of what I wanted to say. Looking
for a new vehicle for that content, I was much more selective. I wasn’t interested in
fine binding. I was drawn to non-Western bindings and simpler forms that allowed
me to think about the content in a more three-dimensional way.
In 1987, I made my first artist’s book, Contradictions: Jack Kerouac, Lowell, the River, using
a side-stitched stab binding. After reading about the controversy within Lowell over
a proposed monument to its native son, I felt that both the city and the writer
contained many contradictions. I made connections between his writing and the
city through the image of the Merrimack River. All-hand-lettered, it contained my
commentary, quotes from Kerouac, and photocopier manipulations of a photograph
of Pawtucket Falls by Betsey Bolton. Three years later, I produced a limited edition
version on the photocopier.
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c allig r aphy at home

After I moved away from calligraphy in my art, it stayed a part of my life. While I didn’t
“do calligraphy” for many years, I still used my pens and markers on a regular basis
to write recipes, make cards, place cards, and ornaments, send seasonal messages, and
create little books to share with friends and family. I continue to do so today.
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fi nding my way back

In 2005, I had an exhibition of the Spirit Books at the Carney Gallery at Regis
College in Weston, Massachusetts to celebrate what I thought would be the
conclusion of the series. After having made fifty, I thought I was finished. Five years
later, I found myself looking longingly at branches and bark and missing the quiet
hours of stitching pages and began again. In the intervening years, I took advantage
of the time to broaden my creative horizons. At the Newburyport Art Association,
I took a workshop with Bruce Iverson on Chinese brush painting which reignited
my love of working with ink.
I decided to participate in the annual Outdoor Sculpture at Maudslay exhibition
at Maudslay State Park in Newburyport in 2007. I made gestural drawings with
hemlock branches and waterproof liquid sumi ink on narrow banners of long-fibered
handmade paper from Nepal and attached them to hemlock trees. Although the
banners had survived rain and wind in a test situation, they were unable to withstand
the solid week of rain that came right after they were installed. While I was able
to repair them enough to be presentable for the three-week run of the exhibit, they
never returned to their initial glory. I didn’t let that stop me from trying similar
projects in a couple of other locations. After more unexpected weather challenges, I
abandoned them as a project partly because of the technical difficulties and partly
because they had become repetitive.
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fi nding my way back

The workshop gave me confidence in the work I was already doing and led me to
new explorations. Shortly after Mike’s workshop, I made a solstice card using lines
from St. Julian of Norwich, “All shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of
thing shall be well.” I first wrote it in standard upper-and-lower case. When I realized
that the many double ‘l’ combinations were keeping the eye from moving around the
page, I combined upper and lower cases throughout the body of the text. I liked
the way the mixture looked and continue to use it frequently. The Einstein quote
on the opposite page was used for a solstice card. The John Berger quote was shared
at fellow artist and friend Deirdre McCullough Grunwald’s Celebration of Life at
Brush Art Gallery in Lowell.
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t he power of words

The banners were exhibited again in the fall of 2018 at the Monastery Gallery in
West Hartford along with nine Spirit Books. I lettered two new, much narrower
banners, again before an audience. I enjoy the immediate experience and feel great
relief when it is over.
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callig r a phy now

Both written with Pilot Parallel Pen. Above: Written for booklet made and shared at the
Women’s March in 2017. Below: Written and shared for International Women’s Day.
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Susan’s involvement in the arts includes roles as artist, teacher, speaker, writer,
designer, and publisher. Her artists’ books are in the library collections of the
Museum of Modern Art, Wellesley College, Yale University, and Bowdoin College
and have been exhibited across the U.S. and Canada and in Korea. She is the author
of the independently published Art Lessons: Reflections From An Artist’s Life, The Spirit
Books catalog, and Handmade Books For A Healthy Planet, and Multicultural Books To Make
and Share, Hands-On History: The Middle Ages, and Super Pop-Up Reports For American History
from Scholastic Professional Books. Her work has been featured in magazines
(Somerset Studio, Fiberarts, Bound & Lettered, and Letter Arts Review) and books (500
Handmade Books, 500 More Handmade Books, 1,000 Artists’ Books, Cover to Cover, The Art of
the Handmade Book, and Handmade Books And Cards). Susan is a seasoned presenter and
currently lectures on the history of the book, calligraphy, the artist’s life, and the
intersection of art and commerce.

