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Editor’s Note
Early in 2008 the Washington Calligraphers 

Guild published an issue of Scripsit featuring  
members who letter for the federal government—
the calligraphers behind the coveted invitations  
to White House and State Department events,  
elaborate awards from federal agencies and even 
U.S. postage stamps. Titled “Pens & Protocol,” the 
issue showcased hand lettering commissioned by 
Official Washington.

This Scripsit, “Hand & Heart: Calligraphers 
Embellish Family Celebrations,” reveals the city’s 
personal side and the lettering artists who help 
commemorate life’s milestones. It features five  
professional calligraphers who devote their  
hands, hearts and considerable talents to creating 
unique invitations, marriage certificates, ketubot, 
family trees and other cherished heirlooms. 

—Lorraine Swerdloff
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Lee Ann Clark
O

n a typical day, Lee Ann Clark wades through
   hundreds of chickens and turkeys on her 
Maryland farm, pouring feed and collecting 
eggs, then slips off her boots and picks up a 

pen to letter elegant invitations for formal weddings in 
the Baltimore area and across the country. Some days 
Lee Ann drives to modest homes delivering poultry and 
eggs, and some days she drives to the official residence 
of the Vice President of the United States to letter last-
minute place cards prior to an important dinner.

Lee Ann moves easily between the two worlds. After 
earning a degree in graphic arts from the University of 
Akron in Ohio in 1981, she worked as a graphic designer 
for five years before moving to Seattle with her new  
husband, Gaylord. 

“Once in Seattle, I didn’t find a graphics job I liked 
and decided that I needed to focus my efforts, especially 
since I was expecting our first child and wanted to find 
something that would allow me to work at home,” she 
said. “I had always enjoyed lettering, even back in high 
school, and decided to specialize in calligraphy. When  
I landed a couple jobs and realized how little I knew,  
I contacted the Write On Calligraphers Guild in  
Edmonds, Washington, which introduced me to a  
whole world of classes and the annual conferences.”

At international calligraphy conferences Lee Ann 

studied with such lettering luminaries as Marsha Brady, 
Leana Fay and Carl Rohrs, and in Seattle with long-time 
area teacher Dewey Henderson. 

“I took a pointed pen workshop in Seattle with an 
artist named Buddy Blackwell and really liked it,” Lee 
Ann said, “so I jumped at the first chance to study with 
[master penman] Mike Kecseg, whose pointed pen vari-
ations I had been admiring for several years. Very few 
people were doing pointed pen in Seattle, so I started 
developing my own style and found my niche.”

She began working with, among others, a Seattle  
stationery store called Real Card Company, lettering  
custom luxury invitations and personal stationery. 
When the owner launched a nationwide line, she sent 
Lee Ann so many commissions that calligraphy ex-
panded to a full-time business. 

“Brides generally select invitations from a book and 
choose the typeface,” she explained. “But Real Card was 
one of the few nationwide vendors offering the option 
of hand lettering. There are clients who appreciate the 
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difference and want to spend the extra money to have 
their invitation done by hand.” Added Lee Ann, “The 
hard part is trying to offer a specific style because I’m 
constantly changing my script to keep it fresh and  
contemporary. To me, the beauty is in the life and 
movement of the letters.”

Lee Ann continued lettering for Real Card and many 
of her other West Coast clients when she and Gaylord, 
along with their two daughters, moved near Baltimore 
in 2003 to take over a former farm that has been in Gay-
lord’s family for generations. Because they had no farm 
experience—Gaylord comes from a commercial fishing 
background—they researched options and decided to 
raise heritage turkeys and free-range chickens.

“We knew nothing about poultry but educated our-
selves as much as possible before moving,” she said. 

Once they settled in, Lee Ann networked with the 
Washington Calligraphers Guild (later serving as vice 
president) and the Hampton Scribes, a small Baltimore 

guild. She also contacted area stationery stores and soon 
they were sending her work. “This area certainly likes 
the classic styles for formal events, so I had to study my 
copperplate script and English roundhand,” she said.

“My name started getting around with the help of 
other Guild members, but I was quite surprised the first 
time I got a call from the social secretary for the Vice 
President’s residence.” Lee Ann was hired as a contrac-
tor by Vice President Cheney’s residence manager, who 
passed her name on when the administration changed. 

“Different administrations favor different styles, and 
it has been interesting to be able to continue to work 
with the office,” she said. 

Whether she’s lettering a young couple’s wedding 
invitation or the menu for an official dinner, Lee Ann’s 
process is the same: after roughing out the project on a 
grid layout pad, she does the finished lettering in one 
size on lined paper (rather than draw guidelines, she 
uses an inkjet printer to add light blue lines). Lee Ann 

With the pointed pen, Lee Ann 
Clark hand letters formal and 
contemporary scripts for invita-
tions and related stationery.
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scans the lettering into Photoshop as a high-
resolution bitmap file (the scanner ignores 
the blue guidelines) and cleans up problem 
areas before creating separate files for each 
line of lettering. She imports them into InDe-
sign, Adobe’s page layout program, where she 
sizes and places them appropriately. 

“By creating a file for each line, it’s easy to 
make adjustments, which happens frequently, 
as there are often last minute changes,” she 
said. Once the artwork is approved, she sends 
a PDF file to a printing firm that duplicates 
the invitation using digital or offset printing, 
letterpress, engraving or thermography. 

“Being skilled in doing graphic design on 
the computer makes me more productive as a 
calligrapher, and it allows me to retain more 
creative control of a finished project,” said 
Lee Ann. “From experience I have learned 
how much time to budget for lettering a job, 

6  |  Lee Ann Clark

Stationers help clients decide on the 
method of reproduction, including digital 
printing, engraving, thermography or  
letterpress (such as the example above). 
Among the stationers that hire Lee Ann 
are Alpine Creative Group, Real Card  
Studio, The Pleasure of Your Company 
and Peridot Paper. 
Right: Custom maps are among the event 
stationery items that Lee Ann creates.
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cleaning it up and laying it out.”
When asked about her favorite nib and paper, Lee 

Ann laughed. “For a long time, I was fond of Borden & 
Riley’s Denril vellum—it was so smooth, and easy to 
see my rough layouts underneath, and as I truly dislike 
light tables, this is something that I favor. But when 
it didn’t work with my new favorite pointed nib, the 
Leonardt EF Principal, I had to make a change,” she 
said. “So I started using Borden & Riley’s Comp Smooth 
bond. Then when the Leonardt nibs degraded in qual-
ity, I switched to the Brause EF66. Now that the Prin-
cipal is back in shape I am not sure what combination I 

will use. It is a constant dance of trying to find the right 
combination of paper, nib and ink.”

Lee Ann said she enjoys the challenge. 
“When I started this journey, I had little idea how 

much my life would change. Moving from Seattle to a 
farm in Baltimore has had many challenges, to be sure, 
but it is likely that I would never have had the opportu-
nities presented to me as a calligrapher had I stayed on 
the West Coast,” she said. 

“I remain closely linked with both Washingtons and 
their respective guilds and look forward to what will 
come next.” 

2

By lettering each guest’s name by hand (above) 
on the printed menu, Lee Ann’s appetizing  
artwork also served as place cards.
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Baltimore calligrapher Patty Shaivitz Leve 
specializes in creating Jewish marriage 
contracts, called ketubot in Hebrew. The 
traditional ketubah (singular form) is a 

legal Jewish document which dates back 2,000 years. It 
is signed before the wedding by two witnesses, stating 
how a wife is to be taken care of financially in the event 
of divorce or the husband’s death. Traditionally written 
in Hebrew, the text is often surrounded by a decorative 
border, and may be among the oldest contracts confer-
ring legal status and financial rights to women.

Because a husband and wife often display their  
ketubah prominently in the home as a daily reminder 
of their vows and responsibilities to each other, the 
ketubah is a significant and popular form of Jewish cer-
emonial art. Engaged couples may contact a calligrapher 
who specializes in Hebrew writing to create a custom 
ketubah, or they may shop in stores or websites that sell 
Judaica for a printed ketubah with blank spaces for a 
calligrapher to complete. 

While studying graphic design at The Cooper Union 
in New York City, which included two years of serious 
calligraphy study, Patty created her first ketubah as a 
wedding gift for a close friend. 

“I learned Hebrew calligraphy from a scribe on the 
upper West Side of New York City, and then developed 
my own hand based on Sephardic scripts,” Patty said, 

noting that she prefers rounded letters to other styles of 
Hebrew writing which are more angular.

Soon after graduating college, she took a summer class 
with Sheila Waters, founding president of the Wash-
ington Calligraphers Guild. “That was the first of many 
classes and workshops that I have taken with her,” said 
Patty, “and although I have studied with other wonder-
ful instructors, Sheila has been my main mentor and 
teacher for the past 25 years.” 

Patty writes with Mitchell nibs and either Best Bottle 
sumi ink or Winsor & Newton gouache on 140 lb. Saun-

ders Waterford hot-press paper. For the Hebrew writing 
she uses left-hand nibs because “they make it easier to 
start the letters at a steep angle, which helps to achieve 
the proper thickness of the horizontal stroke in relation 
to the thinner vertical stroke.”

INTRICATE BORDERS

In addition to lettering in Hebrew and English, Patty 
loves to design intricate borders. “I get inspiration for 
borders from so many places. In my studio I have books 
of illuminated manuscripts that I often turn to for ideas 

Washington Calligraphers Guild member Patty Leve decorated the 
front of a bar mitzvah invitation with tiny Hebrew lettering, part of a 
Jewish tradition called micrography. She also used micrography in 
her daughter Ariella’s ketubah (opposite page).

Patty
       Leve
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when creating a new piece,” she said. “And whenever  
I travel, I take pictures of patterns and designs, including 
things like wrought iron gates and decorative ceilings.”

Patty starts a new border design using circle  
templates, T-square and ruler to make detailed geo-
metric drawings in pencil on tracing paper. “It takes 
many attempts before I get the right proportions, and 
until I get the border design to start and end in a way 
that is aesthetically pleasing.” 

In addition to making ketubot, Patty has designed 
custom invitations for bar and bat mitzvahs and for 
weddings. Her approach to designing an invitation is 
similar to that of a ketubah. “I like to make the name of 
the person integral to the design,” and she often uses tiny 
lettering to incorporate pertinent sayings from the Bible.

The highlight of her career was last winter when 
both of her daughters got married and she created an 
original ketubah for each. “Every border is a challenge 
but also an opportunity to impart a blessing to the bride 
and groom,” Patty said. “Ariella loves butterflies, bows 
and hearts so I incorporated those into her ketubah, 
along with flowers and vines, to symbolize life, love and 
growth” (see page 11).

To create the circles in that ketubah, Patty used a 
large compass with an extension arm that holds a ruling 
pen. To paint the background of the border, she mixed 
a batch of gouache, carefully adding water until the 
proper consistency was reached (too much water would 
buckle the paper). Laboring untold hours on tracing 
paper, Patty had worked out the intricate border design, 
which she transferred onto the painted background by 
rubbing the back with graphite. She then painted the 
design in gouache.

“Shadowing helps give the decorative border a three-
dimensional look,” Patty said, “but it was a challenge to 
paint and have it look realistic. I followed Sheila’s sug-
gestion and held round objects up to a light source to 
see where the shadows fell.”

Patty Leve created a custom ketubah in honor of her 
daughter Allison’s marriage (opposite). She also lettered 
the wedding invitation and its cover monogram (above). 
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For her daughter Allison’s ketubah, Patty used a  
compass to create the arch (see page 13). She filled it 
with vines and grapes, symbolic of growth, and she  
carefully placed 18 flowers around the border, to  
convey the Jewish blessing of life. 

Running along the outside of the border is tiny  
Hebrew lettering, part of a Jewish tradition called  
micrography, which Patty integrates into many of her 
ketubot. The minute calligraphy in Allison’s ketubah is 
from the Biblical Song of Songs. 

“The contrasting size adds an extra element of inter-
est,” Patty said. For the gilded names and flower centers, 
she applied gold leaf over Instacoll, a polymer alternative 
to traditional gesso.

LIMITED EDITION KETUBOT

For 20 years Patty specialized in designing original 
ketubot, with clients all over the country. The second 
phase of Patty’s ketubah business started 10 years ago 
when she designed a ketubah that a commercial printer 
then reproduced. She has since designed a number of 
limited-edition ketubah prints, and sells them on  
ketubah websites, through Judaica vendors and on her 
own website.

“Designing a ketubah is always a challenge and a tre-
mendous endeavor—people can’t imagine the number 
of hours I put into each one,” Patty said. She sells her 
printed borders with and without ketubah text inside. 
Those containing text have blank spaces to be filled in 
with information pertinent to the wedding, such as 
names, date and place. 

Most of the time a purchaser asks Patty to fill in this 
information so that the writing matches perfectly with 
the printed text. She is sometimes hired to personalize 
other artists’ ketubot.

She also sells prints of just her borders, into which 
she lays out and hand letters individualized text. 

“By offering prints, I can make a beautiful ketubah 
available to many more couples” and allow them to cus-
tomize the wording of their ketubah without the  
expense of commissioning the artwork from scratch. 

“I love working with people who are getting married 
—it’s a very exciting time of life for them,” Patty said.  
“I also love doing Hebrew calligraphy because it con-
nects me artistically to what is most important to me 
spiritually. I feel blessed to have found a way to earn a 
living doing something I love.”

See more of Patty’s work at www.pattyleve.com

Patty Leve designed these bar mitzvah 
invitations to look like small manuscripts. 
The illustrations reflect the Torah portion 
each boy was to recite during the Jewish 
ceremony as well as the holidays around 
the time of their bar mitzvah.  
Below: A piece she created with words 
from Song of Songs.

The cover and inside of the bat mitzvah 
invitation for Patty’s daughter Allison.  
Below: Cover art Patty created for a  
client’s bar mitzvah invitation.

2
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Patty has created a number of limited edition ketubah prints that are 
sold on ketubah websites, through Judaica vendors and on her own 
website, www.pattyleve.com. She can then fill in the required informa-
tion so that the lettering matches perfectly with the printed text. 
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Joan
   Machinchick

As a student at the Maryland Institute 
College of Art in the early 1970s, Joan 
Machinchick took a calligraphy class and 
 was captivated. After graduation she set 

up Lake Claire Design Studio, and for many years her 
focus was on graphic design and illustration, with some 
printmaking and calligraphy as time permitted. 

“Then a caterer asked me to letter some place cards 
and gradually she referred me to some of her clients 
who were looking for invitations not available from 
catalogs,” Joan said. “Soon I found myself designing them 
and doing entire packages that would all tie together.

“Those clients, in turn, referred me to their friends 
and the caterer kept sending me business. Before I 
knew it, I was specializing in invitations,” she said.  
“Over the years I’ve had the privilege of providing  
wedding and party stationery for some of the most  
lavish events in the Washington area.”

As Joan was building her business—named for a 
small lake near her home in Annapolis, Maryland, close 

Unique folds add interest to party invitations. 
Above: By showing the party’s location and the route of 
the evening dinner cruise, the map on the front cover sets 
a festive tone. The cover opens to reveal an invitation to a 
combined anniversary/birthday party. 
Left: Pop-up invitation for a 50th birthday party. 
Opposite page: Foldover wedding invitation is embel-
lished with montage elements and fine metallic threads 
with seed beads and a fresh water pearl. The names of 
the bride and groom are on the front (not shown).  
Note: Some of the names and contact information in this chapter 
have been blurred to protect the privacy of Joan’s clients.

Scripsit  |  19
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to the Chesapeake Bay—she discovered the Washington 
Calligraphers Guild and its founding president, Sheila 
Waters, whom Joan calls “my most influential teacher.” 

Joan attended many of the Guild workshops and most 
of the annual conferences over the years and was “privi-
leged to be accepted in Professor Hermann Zapf’s class” 
at Rochester Institute of Technology in 1986.

But classes didn’t prepare her for the challenge of run-
ning a business, which she learned through experience. 

“Even though it sounds like a glamorous profession, 
a calligraphy studio has to be managed like any other 
business, with clients and deadlines and things that go 
wrong,” advised Joan.

“I like to begin a job a minimum of six months before 
the wedding date,” she said. “The bride, often with her 
mother or fiancé, would come to my home studio for an 
afternoon of discussion about the event and an oppor-
tunity to look at my finished samples.”

At that meeting she would learn details about the 
wedding, including time of day, number of guests, 
venue, degree of formality, table decor and colors. 

“I’d try to get to know the bride and her likes and 
interests. We would discuss calligraphy styles, illustra-
tions, papers and myriad other detail,” she said.

Joan would also suggest additional stationery items 
they might need, such as save the date cards, map/ 
directions/hotel information, escort (seating) cards 
with envelopes, place cards, menus, rehearsal dinner and 
brunch invitations, announcements, programs, signage, 
guest book and snapshot/ephemera boxes, monograms, 
table favors, gifts and gift tags, informal note cards and 
thank you cards—and discuss costs. 

“Over the years I developed a 30-page worksheet, 
listing everything clients might need, with all the com-
ponents that go into each piece and the work involved,” 
she said.

Joan would follow the meeting with a detailed con-
tract, usually within two weeks. She required clients 
to return the signed contract with a deposit before she 
began working or ordering supplies.

“The contract would include a schedule, working 
backwards from the day of the event to the day of our 
meeting,” she explained. “This included deadlines for 
both the clients and me, such as when they were re-
sponsible for getting lists or text copy to me and when 
each item needed to be completed and delivered.” 

On the contract Joan requested permission to use 
their materials for future publicity or publication, and 
“most were pleased to sign.”

The clients saw, and signed off on, rough drafts along 
the way, including mock-ups with the papers, ribbons 
and other materials to be used. “I was receptive to their 
ideas and flexible enough to change the concept until 
they were satisfied,” Joan said. “Since we usually started 

about six months before the event, we had time to make 
changes without being rushed. Of course, there were 
always glitches and last-minute changes, but we tried to 
keep them to a minimum.”

Joan then turned her attention to printing and as-
sembling the invitation and, of course, addressing the 
envelopes so the lettering would match the invitations. 

“Up until a few years ago I was able to do almost all 
my printing with the Gocco printer,” a tabletop color 
reproduction system similar to silk screening, “and I did 
all the construction and assembly by hand.”

Gocco gave Joan several options not available from a 
commercial printer. “I was able to use and blend mul-
tiple colors at no additional cost, and print on some of 
the lovely sheer Asian papers and handmade papers 
that a commercial print shop would not have been 
able to handle.”

Joan was introduced to the Gocco printer at one of 

For decades Joan Machinchick created event stationery 
for weddings and other celebrations. The packages 
often included hand-drawn maps (above and right) and 
response cards (opposite). She is now semi-retired.
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Joan typically used her Gocco printer 
to reproduce invitations on handmade 
paper, such as the paper made by Joan 
Kopchik (left). She also employed 
handmade papers to create wedding 
guest books, which she bound and 
decorated. In the example at the top, 
she mounted the invitation in a cut-
out window on the front cover.  
Right: By hand Joan applied Japanese 
papers and thin strips of shiny black 
paper along each invitation’s top edge  
“to get a crisp shiny line.”
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Some of the stationery items for one 
client, including the invitation, save 
the date card and brunch invitation. 
Joan created the guest book on the 
opposite page for another client using 
specialty papers with floral inclusions 
for the covers and endpapers. She 
stitched the book in the Japanese 
“stab” style with strong linen thread 
that she hid behind decorative raffia.

“Be willing to graciously accept criticism 
even when you think you’re right,” she added.

Joan kept a large daily calendar on her 
wall “to make sure I didn’t miss any dead-
lines, especially important when working  
on several events at once.” 

She also urges calligraphers to protect them-
selves from liability by incorporating, “even 
though it’s initially costly and time-consum-
ing,” she advised. “Also, if your business is in 
your home and your clients will come there 
for any reason, make sure your homeowner’s 
policy includes liability insurance.”

Once the business details are in place, Joan 
urges calligraphers to “be creative. The clients 
are making a commitment of their resources  
by coming to you instead of going to the local 
card shop because they value your talent and 
professionalism,” she said. “They are counting 
on you to create an invitation package that 
will be unique and a perfect complement  
to their event.”

 She calls event stationery design “an  
exciting and rewarding business for a  
calligrapher willing to make a serious  
commitment to it. You’ll be working  
with happy people who are preparing  
for a very special event in their lives.

“It’s gratifying to be a part of that.”

the early calligraphy conferences. “There was very 
little literature written about it, but I studied 
everything I could find and did a lot of experi-
menting,” she said. Joan eventually wrote a book 
on it—“The Gocco Q & A Handbook”—and gave 
workshops. But recently the Japanese manufac-
turer has stopped production. 

Joan urges anyone who wants to specialize in 
event calligraphy to “make sure you know your-
self—that you are well-organized and patient, 
have the time to devote to the job and are able to 
solve unforeseen problems,” she said. “You must 
be willing and able to see the project through, even 
when things go wrong. They will.”

She recommends “always having a Plan B in the 
back of your mind for when the paper maker has 
a death in the family or you run out of glue at 3 in 
the morning when the courier is coming at 6,” said 
Joan, who is now semi-retired. 

“Keep the clients informed of any problems 
that arise and any solutions you might be able to 
suggest that would change what they’d contracted 
for, and always welcome their suggestions.” 

Joan emphasizes the important role of an event 
calligrapher. “You are a small but crucial part of a 
much larger project,” she said. “You need to be sure 
that your part always runs smoothly and on sched-
ule, no matter what  personal sacrifices you need to 
make. Don’t be the one to cause the client stress. 2
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Tamara Stoneburner
T  amara Stoneburner had never picked up a 

pointed pen until the day she responded to  
a help wanted ad for David A. Hobbs &  
Tolley Studios, a venerable calligraphy studio 

in Washington, DC. 
“David Hobbs handed me this odd pen with an 

elbow at the end and a nib that spread with the slightest 
of pressure,” recounted Tamara, who earned a Bachelor 
of Fine Arts from Virginia’s Roanoke College. “I was  
classically trained in painting, graphic design and print-
making and had no idea how to make letterforms.  
I proceeded to play.  

“Mr. Hobbs saw potential and I became a studio ap-
prentice,” she said, acknowledging that “this was a fairly 
frightening thing.” 

During her two years at the studio, she learned the 
hands and fell in love with letterforms. “David Hobbs 
was a wonderful mentor,” she said. “He is left-handed as 
well, and produces marvelous and precise work. It is fas-
cinating to watch him write upside-down and with such 
fluidity; it was encouraging to me.”

Tamara recounted that she went to school at a time 
when “they forced us lefties to switch, and I had dif-
ficulty adapting to writing with the right hand. In fact, I 
failed penmanship twice.” Happily, her uncle had given 
young Tamara a Speedball set and a bottle of Pelikan 

ink. “He knew I had keen observation skills and told me 
to trace the forms I saw—to train my hand, in essence.” 

At Hobbs & Tolley, Tamara was also mentored by 
another employee, Suzanne Heany. “She showed me 
what copperplate script writing was all about, and what 
it could be. I cannot thank her enough for all that she’s 
done. Suzanne also introduced me to the Washington 
Calligraphers Guild, stating that joining it would be ‘the 
best $30 I could ever invest.’ She was right,” Tamara said.

In 1996 Tamara left Hobbs & Tolley, moving with 
her husband to Ashburn, Virginia to begin specializing 
in wedding invitations and envelopes. In the following 
years, she developed a thriving freelance business called 
Gracestone Calligraphics. 

“Around 2002, I started to burn out on envelopes,” 
she said. “The process of mass-producing so many of 
them under such incredibly tight deadlines can really 
wear out your wrist and hand quickly, and sometimes 
permanently.”

Knowing that she prefers to work at a “much slower 
pace with more planning, I started to deeply question 

where my art’s direction was pointing,” she said.  
“I learned to say ‘no’ to unrealistic demands and gravi-
tated to other commissions” such as Quaker marriage 
certificates and family trees. 

“It’s the difference between what I call ‘disposable’ 
and ‘heirloom’ calligraphy. I wanted my work to stay 
around and be passed down from generation to genera-
tion, not just admired for the moment and then thrown 
away,” she explained. “Having this kind of mindset has 
actually focused me and allows more time to better my 
handwriting and layout skills.”

With greater control over her schedule, “I can train 
with experts and actually fit in taking workshops,” said 
Tamara, who attends Sheila Waters’ Saturday classes 
and sometimes her master class. “She’s a tremendous 
spirit and counselor.”

MARRIAGE CERTIFICATES 

One of Tamara’s specialties is Quaker marriage cer-
tificates, which “started out as a custom for those of this 
particular faith, and are used in their marriage ceremo-
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nies where there is no specified officiant. Instead, the 
certificates are signed by all attendees to designate 
their approval of the union,” Tamara explained.

“These marriage certificates are highly adaptable 
and are now being commissioned by people of all 
faiths and backgrounds,” she said. “They can be per-
sonalized for use in specialized unions or to high-
light the couple’s shared interests.” They are meant 
to be preserved and displayed, either in a frame or 
custom-made folder, which Tamara creates.

To customize a marriage certificate, she asks cli-
ents a range of questions, including personal style 
(traditional, contemporary, etc.), preferred colors, 
favorite flora/fauna, and significant areas of their 
shared lives (military, sports, music, travels, how 
they met and so forth). 

“Asking those questions triggers brainstorming.  
I can better create a document that truly represents 
them,”said Tamara, a past president of the Washing-
ton Calligraphers Guild. 

“I spend a lot of time educating clients. My web-
site shows not only final artwork, but sketches and 
other developmental steps to help them understand 
that this is not an immediate process. There is a lot 
of layout design and do-overs and modifications 
that occur behind the scenes,” she said. “I don’t just 
sit down and pick up the pen.”

Tamara wants clients to understand that “these 
are not templates printed out upon request. These 
are works that are original and of the moment. There 

is emotion and tremendous thought involved.”
 Tamara follows up the meeting by submit-

ting a written proposal detailing the work “so 
the client can see what’s involved. They need 
to know what they are paying for; that they are 
acquiring value and quality, not just services. 
The work is personal for me. I feel I have just as 
much vested interest in their event as they do. 

“Perhaps I take myself too seriously,” she 
added with a slight smile.

For a Virginia couple, Tamara illustrated 
their Quaker marriage certificate with flowers 
that thrive on their estate—bleeding heart, iris 
and columbine. At the top she drew an ancient 
hickory tree located behind the main house (page 35).

“I made a mistake there and razor-bladed it out,”  
Tamara admitted. “Then I affixed an oval inlay of match-
ing paper, edging it with indigo gouache to create a sort of 
raised embossed look.” 

Another marriage certificate was for a Muslim couple 
(page 33). “I particularly enjoyed working on this project , 
as it allowed me to tap into certain aspects that are inherent 
in this culture—color and pattern,” Tamara said. “I chose 
bolder colors such as crimson, deep emerald green, and  
velvet black for both the folder and for the calligraphy. 
Crimson was essential in bringing out those passages within 
the text that referred to Allah and Muhammad.” 

Tamara created a medallion reminiscent of geometric  
Arabic decoration and illuminated it with gold paint, 
which she also used to accent the marbled endpapers and 

“Certificate of Marriage” banner.
The couple wanted to emphasize the text and keep 

with traditional wording according to Muslim culture. 
“The overall result was to be more of a formal, legal 
document,” she said. Tamara painted black and gold 
“ribbons” down the sides rather than apply fabric “to 
keep the document flat and streamlined.”

FAMILY TREES

For creative challenge, Tamara enjoys tackling 
complex family trees. “I love the puzzle of graphically 
depicting lineage while calligraphically conveying the 

family’s unique story,” she said. “And I love being able 
to provide a lasting legacy of their heritage. It’s a visual 
mapping of their history.”

For large family trees Tamara often uses a full sheet 
of 300 lb. Arches cold-press watercolor paper because 
“it maintains the vividness of applied pigments and 
holds up well to corrective measures such as erasing and 
scraping,” she said. “It’s dense and archival, so it resists 
warping and won’t yellow or deteriorate over time and 
exposure.

“The only drawback is its tooth,” she continued.  
“It’s great for watercolor and pastel illustration, but 

The marriage certificate at right, on 22x30" 90 lb. 
Stonehenge printmaking paper, was signed by wed-
ding guests. Tamara Stoneburner used French curves 
to draw the art nouveau-inspired borders and trans-
ferred them from tracing paper layouts using graphite 
transfer paper. But when she experimented with 
inking them, “no matter how I elevated the plastic 
curves, the silver gouache would glob or smear,” she 
said. Tamara decided to ink the curves by hand with a 
Staedtler drafting ruling pen and Holbein Acryla brand 
pearl silver polymer paint. “I needed a quick-drying 
paint so I could brace my hand and wrist on the paper 
as I drew,” she explained. By constantly turning the 
paper, she was able to draw in long, fluid movements 
“to limit shakiness or breaks in the lines.”
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harder to create fluid lettering 
without the ink skipping over 
the roughness. I often will bur-
nish those sections used for 
writing only and use a heavier 
pressure for solid, consistent letter strokes.” 

Tamara maintains that viewers should be able to fol-
low a family tree easily with the help of visual clues and 
symbols. Each project contains a chart key or legend for 
reference.

“I often indicate marriage with joined rings, divorce 
with separated rings, twins with the writing’s baseline  
at a slant, country of origin with flag icons, and military 
careers with illustrations of bars, ribbons and medals,” 
she explained. “I put passport information and other 
tidbits inside bordered boxes so as not to blend in with 
the rest of the information given.” 

Center graphics can vary from a standard branched 
tree illustration, to a favorite flower, to photographs and 
portraits, to other meaningful drawings of specific famil-
ial sentiment (depictions of coats of arms, houses, farm 
properties and maps, for example).

“It usually takes me nine months to a year and a half 
to complete the more complex, generational family 
trees. I often will frame them myself, as well,” said  
Tamara, who worked as a gallery framer before becom-
ing a calligrapher. 

Upon request, she also helps clients fill in genealogical 
gaps. Tamara accesses a variety of resources, such as im-
migration and census data, church and cemetery records, 
marriage and death certificates and town histories.

Last year the Vineyard family commissioned a  
genealogical chart for the patriarch’s 80th birthday 
(page 36). There was so much information that Tamara 

created an accordion book 
using Stonehenge paper that, 
when fully extended, measures 
about 20 feet long. It folds into 
15 pages within 16x12" covers 

made of Italian bookcloth with hand-marbled end-
papers. She produced the cover art by printing the 
grapes/leaves design in gold with a Gocco printer, then 
using watercolor pencils topped by a spray fixative for 
protection.

Tamara employed indigo blue lines to trace the  
patriarch’s side and olive green lines for the wife’s  
lineage. “There were many side notes and interesting 
factoids that I included in this family tree,” she said.  
“I indicated their presence with orange diamonds.”

In addition to nine pages depicting the family tree, 
the book also contains a portrait/title page, an explana-
tion of the origin of the name “Vineyard,” a key to the 
various symbols used, a visual breakdown of the Presby-
terian logo (many of the Vineyard men were ordained 
ministers or church elders), a letter from 1855 that 
spurred the family’s genealogical quest, and a 1799 list-
ing of the contents of Ishmael Vineyard’s estate.

“I decided to have a little fun and convert the 1799 
monetary value into current-day values,” Tamara said. 
“I wanted to analyze and deduce what it would take in 
today’s standards to replace the livestock that Ishmael 
Vineyard owned.”

Added Tamara, “I’m pleased to have helped record 
their history.”

For those interested in creating genealogical charts, she 
recommends Marie Lynskey’s 1996 book, “Family Trees:  
A Manual for Their Design, Layout and Display.”

See more of Tamara’s work at www.gracestone.com
2

This was the first marriage 
certificate Tamara rendered. 
For a slightly unorthodox 
customization, the couple 
chose to represent them-
selves by having a red dragon 
(symbolizing good luck in his 
Japanese background) hold-
ing onto her favorite flowers 
of hellebore and cherry blos-
soms. The dragon did double 
duty as a fantasy element, as 
they are both science fiction 
aficionados.
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Below: After Gocco-printing the 
invitation set using metallic ink 
on Stonehenge paper, Tamara 
hand-colored the oak’s acorn and 
leaves. “Gocco silkscreen inks are 
oil-based, so you can go back into 
them with water-based media,” she 
said. “The silkscreen inks sit on the 
surface while the watercolors are 
absorbed into the paper, which  
creates a stained glass look.”

Left: Marriage gift from a groom to 
his bride. Tamara used a modified 
uncial to letter the song, “Forever” 
by Ben Harper, in a spiral layout 
with a gold-leafed infinity symbol at 
its center.

For their marriage certificate (opposite page), the couple asked Tamara 
to include native flowers on their property and drawings of their hickory 
tree, house and horses (not shown). “This piece was beginning to come 
off as including ‘everything but the kitchen sink,’” Tamara said. Using 
trompe l’oeil to insert the sprig of bleeding heart between the vows was 
her solution to “not having all the elements just be randomly arranged in 
the layout.” The certificate is on 22x30" 90 lb. Stonehenge printmaking 
paper, which Tamara prefers for its “soft natural deckle edges on two 
sides and ivory color. It takes corrective measures and all sorts of media 
like watercolor, pastel, etching and drawing inks very well.”
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To depict the complex Vineyard family tree, Tamara created an accordion book that extends 
about 20' long. The notations next to each name refer to birth order (e.g. 2nd of 2 children). 
She almost never letters with straight black gouache, preferring to temper it with crimson or 
indigo, “resulting in either a warmer or cooler black, with a pleasing velvet body,” she said. 
The family tree folds into 15 pages within 16x12" covers. Tamara printed the cover’s  
grapevine illustration (far right) in gold with a Gocco printer,  
then completed it with watercolor pencils.  
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Christine Tischer
T 

 he client who called Christine Tischer’s 
calligraphy studio identified himself as a 
chaplain and asked if she could inscribe eight 
Bibles by that weekend. Until the chaplain 

brought her the books and wording, she had no idea 
they were to be inscribed for an important political 
family to use at the military chapel.

“The chaplain was happy I could 
accommodate him,” Chris said, and 
has directed other work to her, 
including a quotation by President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt (shown on 
page 44), commissioned by the 
departing commanding officer as a 
gift to the chapel. 

“I was thrilled to have been 
chosen,” said Chris, who had the 
pleasure of seeing the work, which 
combines calligraphy, photo trans-
fer and gold leaf, hanging in the 
chapel during a recent visit.

“So many times when I view 
one of my pieces in an ‘exhibition 
setting,’ all I can see are the mis-

takes that I made,” she said. “I must admit that when 
I saw this FDR prayer hanging there, I was pleasantly 
surprised at how ‘at home’ it felt. The upright lettering 
conveyed strength while the transferred image was  
a complement, softly telling the story of D-Day down 
the left side.”

From an early age Chris seemed destined to become 
a professional calligrapher, but it took her decades to 
realize it. In grade school she loved making letters, and 
as an 8th grader working on the school magazine she 

imitated script lettering to draw headlines. The high 
school art teacher introduced Chris to broad-edged 
pens and the Speedball book, and she went on to  
render the Ten Commandments in blackletter.

“They reproduced it to hang in all the schools in the 
county. I was so honored and pleased.” 

At the same time her lettering was being displayed 
throughout the school system, she was writing her  
senior thesis on illuminated manuscripts.

“You’d think at that point I’d realize that calligraphy 
was important in my life,” Chris said with a laugh, “but 
I wanted to go to a liberal arts college, not art school.” 
At Hood College she did major in art, “but it was  
painting and drawing, and not a Bachelor of Fine Arts 
program.” 

Chris went on to work in Hood’s development divi-
sion for many years, followed by 12 years serving on 

A military chaplain commissioned Christine Tischer to 
inscribe eight Bibles (above) for an important family.

Above: Photo of a large seating chart 
Chris created for a wine-themed  
wedding. She did the lettering and 
illustrations for the invitation (left) 
and reception card (below).
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its board of trustees as well as other volunteer work 
for organizations near her Hagerstown home in north-
western Maryland, at the foot of the Appalachian 
mountains.

With more free time, “I decided to paint but found 
it wasn’t calling me,” Chris said. In the late 1980s she 
ran into a Hood classmate who was doing calligraphy 
and asked her about it. The woman advised Chris to 
get in touch with Brenda Broadbent, whose store, 
now called Paper & Ink Arts, is located “one mountain 
over,” she said.

Brenda suggested Chris take lessons with Sheila 
Waters. “I got the last opening in Sheila’s class that was 
starting the next month, and went on to take every class 
she offered for the next three or four years,” Chris said. 

“I’m so glad I took the time to get the basics under 

my belt. Many people in our craft don’t want to do the 
hard work,” she said. “It’s important to really under-
stand the letters—then you can have fun.” Chris now 
teaches the basic hands at the Washington County 
(MD) Museum of Fine Arts.

After attending the 1995 Letterforum international 
calligraphy conference at St. Mary’s College in Mary-
land, hosted by the Washington Calligraphers Guild, 
Chris set up her home studio and started looking for 
commissions.

“I took whatever work walked in the door, including 
lettering on Little League baseballs,” Chris said.  
“I thought a baseball can’t be that much different than 
lettering on parchment, except I had to figure out how 
to work on a curve. You learn that way.” 

She also continued to learn from Sheila Waters.  

Rather than using place 
cards at the wedding recep-
tion, the bride asked Chris to 
letter a large seating chart 
that was displayed on an 
easel.
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I find it easier to correct mistakes,” she said.
“I go to conferences and take as many local work-

shops as I can—there’s always something new to learn 
and techniques to explore,” said Chris, who for many 
years has arranged workshops for the Washington  
Calligraphers Guild.

PHOTO TRANSFERS

One of the techniques Chris learned at a workshop 
has become her specialty: combining photos with  
lettering to create commissioned gifts, such as the ex-
amples on page 44. After planning the design and doing 
the lettering, she transfers one or more photos onto 

“I was a regular attendee of Sheila’s weekly class at her 
home, where I’d take commissions and get her guid-
ance on how to fix a problem or solve a design issue,” 
Chris said. 

Her favorite commissions are “potential heirlooms 
that allow me to flex my creativity. I like doing family 
trees because I can create a design that’s meaningful to 
the family,” she said. She often uses handmade paper or 
paper she’s painted with watercolors “to get the  
colors I want.”

Chris does almost all her work in Italic with Mitchell 
and Speedball nibs and gouache. “You can count on 
gouache to sit up on the fibers, not sink in like ink.  

With handmade paper as the background for these 
family trees, Chris applied silkscreened papers for the 
flower petals at right and painted watercolor paper 
for the leaves below. Family trees are her favorite type 
of commission because, she said, they are “potential 
heirlooms” that “allow me to flex my creativity.”
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hot-press watercolor paper using a photo transfer 
technique that produces an effect similar to serigra-
phy or silk screening. 

“I love working with clients to create a montage 
that reflects their passions. For instance, the couple 
who commissioned the wolf picture (opposite page) 
wanted to show their commitment to the Yellow-
stone Wolf Project, where they volunteer every year,” 
Chris explained. “I combined wolf quotations with 
an image of the animal they tracked for many years, 
who has since died. 

“The piece has great meaning for them.”

The calligraphy and photo transfer combination pro-
vided the perfect solution for a businessman who asked 
Chris to create a limited edition of prints that he could 
give to clients, using an image of legendary quarterback 
Y.A. Tittle (far left).

“I love the creative process for each of these commis-
sions,” said Chris. “I never know what form or look the 
next project will have.

“I’m very lucky that I have never been overwhelmed 
with requests and yet I have steady work and there’s  
always something to look forward to.” 

See more of Christine’s work at www.calligraphybychris.com

2

Commissioned to create a piece 
to hang in a military chapel, Chris 
decided on President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s D-Day prayer (left). 
To add the D-Day image she used 
a photo transfer technique that 
“gives me an effect similar to silk 
screen, but is much easier with 
less use of toxic materials.” Chris 
printed out a negative image of 
the photo and duplicated it on a 
toner-based copier. To transfer 
the toner onto her art surface she 
used Citra Solv and a Chartpak 
Blender pen (one can also use 
plain acetone or nail polish re-
mover). She then enhanced the 
image with colored pencils.  
Chris employed the same process 
to create the other pieces on  
this page.

Chris enjoys lettering “pieces that com-
memorate life’s transitions,” she said. 
The client asked her to typeset the body 
of the piece at left to keep down costs.



With both hand and heart, Patricia Blair lettered this invitation for her 
daughter’s wedding. As the White House chief calligrapher, Pat was 
featured in the Scripsit titled “Pens & Protocol: The Calligraphy of  
Official Washington.” That issue and many other past Scripsits are 
available for purchase at www.calligraphersguild.org/scripsit.html.


