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Background and project overview

Most calligraphy pieces produced within the SCA are artworks intended for
presentation and display.  Many beautiful pieces have been created, based on the
illuminated manuscripts written and embellished by scribes in the middle ages.
However, illuminated manuscripts form only a small proportion of the writing done
during that time period.  For every psalter or book of hours there must have been
hundreds of letters, household accounts, inventories, and rough notes written by
people going about their daily lives.

This entry is one of those ordinary manuscripts.  It is a "receipt book" such as would
have been owned and maintained by many Elizabethan women.  Elizabethan receipt
books, or recipe books as we would call them in the modern day, contained a variety
of recipes for food, drink and home remedies, collected from printed books or from
friends.  One of the most accessible receipt books available to us is Elinor Fettiplace's
receipt book, dated 1604.  Although just out of SCA period, it is not dissimilar in
form to pre-1600 receipt books, and contains recipes which almost certainly date to
before 1600.  It contains hundreds of recipes, in no particular order, written mostly by
a professional scribe by the name of Anthony Bridges, with some additions by Elinor
herself.

During the Elizabethan period, the most common hand for writing was the "secretary"
hand.  However, the "italic" hand, based on ancient Roman writing and re-discovered
in the Renaissance, was beginning to gain popularity in England.  Queen Elizabeth

Illustration 1  A sample from Elinor Fettiplace's receipt book, 1604



wrote in an italic hand, as did many other ladies of the time, and examples of the hand
were second only to the secretary hand in penmanship books of the time.  Elinor
Fettiplace's receipt book is in fact written in an italic hand.

The receipt book I have created is an exercise in persona development as much as it is
a work of calligraphy.  In creating it, I have attempted to write as my persona would
have written, rather than as a professional scribe would have written.  Though I realise
that this may put me at odds with some of the judging criteria for the calligraphy
category, I hope that those examining this work will understand my goals and judge
my results in light of them.

Techniques

The hand I chose to use was the "italic" hand, also known as the "roman" or
"humanistic" hand.  I chose it largely due to its relative legibility.  One of my books1

claimed that women usually learned the italic hand in preference to the secretary
hand, and I went about confirming this by examining additional sources.

It turns out that this assertion is based on the introduction to Martin Billingsley's 1618
publication, "The Pen's Excellency", in which he says:

The third [hand] is Roman, which hath his denomination from the place where (it
seemes) it was first written, viz: Rome.  A hand of great account, and of much use in this
Realme, especially in the Universities: and it is conceived to be the easiest hand that is
written with Pen, and to bee taught in the shortest time: Therefore it is usually taught to
women, for as much as they (having not the patience to take any great paines, and
besides phantasticall and humorsome) must bee taught that which they may instantly
learne; otherwise they are uncertaine of their proceedings, because their mindes are
(upon light occasions) easiliy drawne from their first resolution.

Leaving aside the feminist critique which sprung unbidden to my mind, I proceeded
to seek out additional evidence for the use of the italic hand by women prior to 1600.
I found many examples of letters and similar documents in "Renaissance
Handwriting", some of which are included in Appendix A to this document.  In light
of these examples, I felt thoroughly justified in my choice of hand.

I learnt the hand itself from Jean de Beauchesne's 1570 book, "A booke containing
divers sortes of handes", in which he gives several pages of examples of the italic
hand.  Other penmanship books from around the same time, reproduced in
"Renaissance Handwriting", give additional examples.  These are shown in Appendix
B.

The hand I ended up using is mostly based on Jean de Beauchesne's "Small Lettres"
page, with variations from some other sources.

In developing my hand, I needed to make some decisions about neatness.  The
examples given in the penmanship manuals of the time were of course perfect in their
execution, but the letters and other documents I found in the italic hand were not so
perfect.  At the very bottom of the scale, Elinor Fettiplace's own handwriting
(according to the editor of her manuscript) is very poor indeed.  While of course I did
not wish to use that as an excuse for shoddy work, I decided that absolute perfection

1 Dawson and Kennedy-Skipton, "Elizabethan Handwriting", p. 10



of lettering was less important than some other aspects of the project.  I decided that
instead of insisting on perfection, I would deal with any errors in a period-appropriate
manner – usually simply ignore them!

Materials

In researching appropriate period paper, I learnt the following attributes of
Elizabethan paper:

� handmade from linen or cotton fibres
� colour ranged from creamy (high quality) to brown or grey (poor quality)
� average size about 14 by 19 inches
� better quality paper could be imported from the continent

I sought to find a modern paper which would be suitable for this project, and met with
moderate success.  The paper I chose was Bristol drawing paper in 11"x14" sheets.
This size is about half the size of an Elizabethan sheet of paper, and can be folded in
half to make a "quarto" sized book.  The material of the paper is not cotton or linen,
but those papers I found which were made from authentic materials were too thick
and hard to fold, and would not have made a good book.  In truth, the Bristol paper is
also too thick for my taste, but its other merits (inexpensive, acid-free, appropriate
colour, texture and size) outweighed this consideration.

I had hoped to make ink from a period recipe, and was pleased to find that Jean de
Beauchesne's book gives several recipes for ink.  The first one I attempted was:

To make inke in hast

In hast, for a shift, when ye have great need,
Take woll, or wollen to stand you in steed,
Which burnt in the fire, the powder beat small:
With vineger, or water make inke withall

In retrospect, I can see why the recipe is suggested only for when you have great
need.  Apart from making my apartment stink of burning hair, this ink simply didn't
work well.  It gave a speckly appearance on the page, and rubbed off easily.

Two other recipes were given:

To make common ink of wine take a quart,
Two ounces of gume let that be a part,
Five ounces of gals, of copres take three,
Long standing doth make it better to be
If wine ye do want, raine water is best,
And then as much stuffe as above at the least:
If inke be too thicke, put vineger in:
For water doth make the colour more dimme

To make speciall blacke Inke

If that common inke be not to your minde,
Some lamp black thereto with gumme water grinde:
Each painter can tell how it should be done,
The cleaner out of your pen it will runne:
The same to be put in horne or in lead,



No cotton at all: When long it hath stayd,
The bottome will thicke, put more common inke:
And it will be good well sturred, as I thinke.

I was lucky enough to find Gum Arabic (the "gumme" referred to in the recipes) in
the spice section of a Caribbean grocery.  Since lamp black was easier to come by
than oak galls,  I decided to make the second ink listed.

I made a small amount of lamp black by holding a sheet of metal (a cut up Coke can)
over a candle flame.  When I had made enough to determine that lamp black was
simply an encrustation of soot, and therefore was proably more or less pure carbon, I
decided to take a shortcut.  I ground up a few sticks of artist's sketching charcoal
using a mortar and pestle, until I had a fine powder with very few lumps.  I mixed this
with some water in which ground up gum arabic had soaked for a while.  My
quantities were all guesses, but it seemed to work well.  The ink ran smoothly and
gave a good dark line which does not smudge when dry.

I had originally decided to write this receipt book using a pen cut from a goose quill.
Unfortunately, by the time I had achieved a reasonable degree of skill in cutting pens,
I had used up all my quills.  Therefore, the receipt book has been written using a
Speedball dip pen with a C5 nib.  Future additions to the receipt book may be done
with a quill pen.



Appendix A: Examples of women's italic handwriting

Illustration 2  Letter from Princess Elizabeth, 1552



Illustration 3  Letter from Katherine of Aragon, 1544



Illustration 4  Letter from Lady Jane Grey, 1552



Illustration 5  Letter from Lucy St John to her father, Lord Burghley, 1588



Illustration 6  Prayer attributed to Queen Elizabeth, 1597



Illustration 7  Letter from Arabella Stuart, 1605





Appendix B: Italic hands from penmanship manuals

Illustration 8  Jean de Beauchesne's "Book of diverse sorts of hands", 1570



Illustration 9  Jean de Beachesne's "Book of diverse sorts of hands", 1570



Illustration 10  From "Literarum Latinarum" by Gerard Mercator, 1540



Illustration 11  From "Arte Subtilissima" by Juan de Yciar
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