
Making a Mark
Before you dip the pen into your ink, 
ensure that the nib is inserted properly 
and won’t wiggle out of the holder. This 
is easier and cleaner to adjust if you do it 
before dipping the nib.

Take a look at the nib. Notice the tines 
that come into a perfect point at the tip, 
which you won’t be able to see once your 
pen is coated with ink. This point will cre-
ate lines of varying thickness depending 
on the pressure: more pressure creates a 
thick line (often referred to as shading), 
and thin lines come from barely any pres-
sure at all.

Once you are certain that the nib is se-
cure, dip your pen into the ink, ensuring 
that the nib’s vent hole is coated with ink. 
Take a close look here: if you still see the 
vent hole, you have not dipped the pen 
enough and the nib will run out of ink 
quickly. Re-dip if necessary, then gently 
tap the nib on the edge of the ink bottle 

so that any excess does not drip on your 
paper. Now you are ready to begin!

On a scrap piece or paper, test the ink 
flow before creating your marks. And be 
patient with yourself. It takes time to get 
used to dipping your pen, and confidently 
making marks with your dipped pen and 
ink. To keep things simple in the begin-
ning, stick with black ink and smooth 
practice paper. Make lots and lots of 
marks—whatever you feel like. The inten-
tion here is to get your hand used to the 
act of dipping the pen so that it becomes 
intuitive for you. And as you develop that 
muscle memory, you’re also laying the 
foundation for being able to form letters 
later on. For example, the hairline stroke 
(made with very light pressure) that you’ll 
practice on the next spread will be used 
later in all your upstrokes creating letters. 
Some of my favorite marks are straight 
strokes, angled strokes, hairline strokes, 
star strokes, cross-hatching, ovals, loops, 
dots, and swirls.

T R O U B L E S H O O T I N G 
If you are having trouble getting 
ink to flow and the vent hole is 
filled with ink, you may need to 
clean your nib. If you are getting 
too many splatters, check the 
position of your pen. Be sure 
that you’re not holding it at too 
upright of an angle.

Warm-up Strokes

Before starting any project, warm 
up. Warm-ups can be quite medita-
tive. In addition to including a good 
stretch beforehand, try to avoid 
sitting for more than three hours 
at a time. And be sure that you are 
starting at a time when you are least 
likely to be distracted. There is noth-
ing more frustrating than not being 
able to concentrate on warm-ups 
because you are constantly being 
interrupted. 

When you’re ready to start with 
some strokes, gather a stack of 
papers—roughly ten sheets or so—to 
create a nice padded surface for 
your practice. My favorite calligraph-
ic exercises are the compound curve, 
ovals, and figure eight. You will see a 

lot  of these curves appear when you 
start writing capital letters.

Compound Curve

To create the compound curve, start 
your pen at the top right. With very 
light pressure and a hairline stroke, 
create an angle down toward the 
left; use heavy pressure and release 
in the middle to create the thicker 
part of the line; then revert back to 
the hairline at the end. This is a 
press and release motion. Keep in 
mind that the key to this stroke is to 
slow down. 

Ovals

Oval strokes are created with thin 
upstrokes starting from the bottom 
left, then upward followed by a thick 
downstroke as you loop toward the 

right. At first this hairline stroke in 
the upward direction is tricky and 
your hand may be shaky. Notice 
where you are applying pressure and 
the general shape of your ovals: if  
you apply pressure too early, your 
ovals will have somewhat of  
a pointed shape. If your ovals are 
pointy, try applying pressure  
at about two o’clock on the curve.

Figure Eight 

The figure eight exercise is done 
with very light pressure, and com-
prises a hairline stroke from the left 
to the right, a heavy downstroke 
and pressure from the right to the 
left, and back and forth. Like the 
compound curve, this is a press and 
release motion. Note the direction of 
the downstroke: right to left.
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