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INTRODUCTION

 

Ireceive all kinds of inventive e-cards and e-vites; some as sophisticated as high-budget movies, complete with soundtracks, animated penguins, and rolling credits at the end. My e-mail inbox serves as storage for these and for the dozens of thank-you e-mails that dribble in after I throw a party or sent out a just-because gift. While I salute the creators of these mesmerizing confections and the thoughtfulness behind the thank-you e-mails, I lament that we are chipping away at civilized discourse.

Here’s why: When a note is written by hand, more than words are imparted. Consider that each person’s handwriting is different; like a hand-hooked rug or a needlepoint sampler, each note bears the mark of its maker. Now, compared to an e-mail where a sender chooses Helvetica or some other font used by millions around the world, you can see, feel, and even smell the difference. By selecting the paper, taking a pen in hand, thinking about what she’s going to write, and then connecting pen with paper, a person sends a piece of herself as she was at the moment of the writing. This type of communication forges stronger and more meaningful relationships than those attempted via ephemeral modes such as e-mail or texting.

When you write a thank-you note, you communicate that you have taken time out of a busy day—and our days are only growing busier—to stop and think about why you are grateful. Correspondence transmitted via screens—cell phone, PDA, or computer—is instantaneous and impersonal, with no guarantee that the sender is even who she says she is. The exchange feels more like a transaction—and that’s why, when I receive an e-card, I daydream about beautiful stationery and fountain pens forging a firm, unwavering line.

It’s only natural that the democratization of technology would lead to what alarmists have termed a thank-you note crisis. One hears horror stories of grade-school children who don’t even know how to address an envelope. It’s certainly up to the older generations to impart the importance of writing thank-you notes by hand, but there’s really no need for an alarm. Once someone has her own supply of stationery—and once she sends a letter and receives one in return—she’ll be hooked.

There’s no denying the selfish aspects of sending a handwritten note—it’s as pleasing for the sender as it is for the recipient. The extravagant paper use might also come into play, but there’s no reason to label yourself a tree-killer when there are so many eco-friendly papers in the marketplace. The number of choices continues to grow as consumers become more environmentally aware. Consider limiting your stationery suite to just notecards and letter paper, a perfectly respectable—and even admirable—collection in this technology-centered age.

Let the guidelines set forth in the pages ahead act as your handbook and inspiration. Chapters will discuss your writing tools, the writing basics, and then into your thank-you occasions—weddings, gifts and social occasions, for condolences, from children and teenagers, and business correspondence. Sample letters are provided for you to copy or from which to borrow phrases and ideas.

Thank-you notes aren’t only for official occasions, such as wedding gifts or after being hosted at someone’s beach house for the weekend. The best thank-you notes come from those impromptu bursts of gratitude—don’t keep these to yourself. Pull out a fresh sheet of creamy paper crowned by an elegant monogram, and steal a contemplative moment to think about and appreciate what the recipient of the note means to you.

When you set those thoughts down on paper and drop the note in the post, you will have the chance to revel in the delicious secret that someone out there is going to get her mail in a few days and rifle through the bills and catalogs to find this handmade gift—this instant day-brightener. Who could resist?


CHAPTER 1
Your Tools

 

YOUR CHOICE OF PAPER, FONT, and language (formal or informal) projects a certain image. Before you select a tool, pause and think about the kind of impression you want to make. Especially because handwritten notes are brief, every detail you offer is a clue to be interpreted. Your thank-you note is expressive on several levels—through its tactile and aesthetic qualities and also through the language you use. Think about what you want to say when you choose your tools: your paper, your printing process, your stationery design, and even your pen.

The Stationery Suite

In this book, we only concern ourselves with the thank-you letter, which is traditionally written on a simple, monogrammed piece that appears as a staple in one’s stationery suite or “wardrobe.” To a modern-day reader, that old-fashioned phrase might sound odd. Judith Martin aka Ms. Manners quips in her own witty way that when she first heard the words “stationery wardrobe,” she thought it meant “dresses that didn’t play the trick of looking too short one year and too long the next and that didn’t capriciously change their fit throughout the years.” Of course, that would be a “stationary wardrobe.” A stationery wardrobe refers to the tasteful menagerie of letter paper, note cards, and envelopes that you might find in the writing desk of the most well-appointed lady or gentleman. It’s customary to have formal cards, informal fold-over cards, and flat cards—all with matching envelopes; plus white half-sheet paper with engraved monograms; as well as large single sheets with the house address engraved at the top for the use of everyone in the house, including guests.

 

The details of some traditional stationery components:

Formal letter sheets (5¼ x 7¼): Traditionally white or ecru notepaper made from 100 percent cotton fiber folded vertically, engraved with your monogram, your name only, your address only, or plain. Used for extending and replying to a formal invitation and for writing condolence letters. Use a pen with black ink for a condolence letter.

Informals (5 x 3½): A white or ecru sheet folded horizontally with a person’s full name or a couple’s name engraved or printed on the front. For writing short notes or as a gift enclosure card.

Message Card (5 x 3½): A single white card with a person’s full name or a couple’s name engraved in the top center. Used for personal notes, including thank-you notes.

Correspondence cards (6¼ x 4¼): A single card made from weighty stock that can be any color and can be bordered by any color. A monogram, name, or name and address may be engraved at the top center. These are used for writing short notes and for extending and replying to informal invitations.

Half-sheets (5 ¾ x 7 ¾): The first sheet is engraved or printed with a monogram or name and address and the second sheets are blank. Used for writing letters, these can be white, ecru, pale blue, or pale gray.

Folded Notes (5¼ x 3½): The front page is blank or a monogram is engraved in the center. The paper color is traditionally pale blue, gray, or some other soft color. Used for thank-you notes and other general correspondence.

 

Today, a lesser suite is appropriate, reducing the amount of paper you will need to have on hand. Most seem to get by with a letter sheet, correspondence cards, fold-over notes, and the accompanying envelopes. What’s most important is that both your formal and informal needs are covered. Here’s the simplified suite we suggest:

• Letter sheets with your monogram in black ink for writing a condolence letter or replying to a formal invitation.

• Informal letter sheets with your monogram, name, or name and address, and second sheets that are blank, for informal correspondence.

• Correspondence cards in heavy stock in a color of your choice, or with a border, for writing thank-you notes associated with formal and semi-formal occasions, such as weddings, anniversaries, and graduations. These can be personalized with a monogram or with your full name at the top and center.

• Foldover cards in a lighter cardstock to use for short, more informal notes.



When there’s a monogram or imprint on the front of the card, the writing may begin on this page. Usually, though, the monogram or imprint is centered on the front of the card, in which case the text should begin at the top of page three (i.e., the bottom half of the interior when the note is lying flat). The note may continue on page four. Page two is not used. If you need more space, use a different type of stationery and enclose it inside; for example, a letter sheet.
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Envelopes

The envelope will make the first impression on the recipient as the frame for your artwork. Envelopes can be purchased individually to complement or to color-coordinate with a particular paper color or style. There are as many envelope types as there are paper choices—they range from highly stylized, such as lined with patterned paper in contrasting colors, to purely practical in all-white or ecru.

Colored linings will go in and out of fashion. We suggest a no-fail style that’s always in good taste: a gray tissue lining that matches the monogram or address stamped on the envelope’s flap and on the card or letter paper. Colored linings are most suitable for young girls and for particularly festive occasions, but they can also be charming when they match the personality of their owner. They should match the border or color of the type on the stationery, which, as noted above, should never be black.



T&C Tip It’s best to avoid black borders for any piece of stationery because black-edged cards were the traditional format for mourning cards, symbols of remembrance that gained popularity during the Victorian era. During the late 1800s, the demand for mourning ephemera was sufficient enough to merit the need for mourning stockists. Their entire business consisted of supplying funeral cards, funeral programs, artwork, and mourning cards in styles that ranged from simple to elaborate. These cards traditionally featured a photo of the departed along with a biblical verse, a prayer or poem, and often some symbolic artwork such as angels, flowers, or birds.





Types of Paper and Printing

Who doesn’t remember her first visit to a proper stationery store? Inhaling the sweet smell of the paper, flipping through the big binders of samples—letter-sized, flat notes, folded notes, formal and informal—with every possible combination of font, every shade and texture of paper. And then there are the envelopes, lined with more beautiful paper—marbleized, striped, paisley, and plain.

But how do you choose? The sheer number of paper choices makes selecting the perfect color and cardstock for the right occasion overwhelming. There are as many options for stationery “wardrobes” as there are for fashion wardrobes. Which one is right for you will depend on your lifestyle and how much money you wish to spend.

Papermakers have invented myriad ways to create paper from raw materials than ever before. Soy and bamboo are paper sources now as are many recycled materials. Then there are the classics—cotton fiber and linen. The different material and papermaking processes manifest themselves in the final product’s aesthetics, its texture and heft. A paper’s form is often defined by its function. You might print the rough draft of a speech on inexpensive, flimsy copy paper. The draft is disposable, so you choose disposable paper. An art monograph is printed on heavy, glossy paper. This book will last forever. It demands a paper with gravitas.

Look to yourself—or in a mirror, at yourself—and at your lifestyle when the time comes to choose your personal stationery. Are you a piece of copy paper or are you an art monograph? The answer will likely lie somewhere in between. Do you intend for your letters to stick around a while? If so, choose a paper made from 100 percent cotton fiber or rag paper, made from cotton cloth. Both are extremely durable.

As always, Emily Post offers some practical advice: “Suitability should be considered in choosing notepaper, as well in choosing a piece of furniture for a house. For a handwriting which is habitually large, a larger sized paper should be chosen than for writing which is small. The shape of the paper should also depend somewhat upon the spacing of the lines which is typical of the writer, and whether a wide or narrow margin is used. Low, spread-out writing looks better on a square sheet of paper; tall, pointed writing looks better on paper that is high and narrow. Selection of paper whether rough or smooth is entirely a matter of personal choice—so that the quality be good, and the shape and color conservative.”

Choosing a Stationer

Don’t be daunted by the many different types of paper, printing, envelopes, and linings on the market—a good stationer will guide you toward the perfect one for you. Of course, different types of stationers will offer different types of shopping experiences. Your first task must be to select the one that best suits your needs.

LARGE STATIONERY STORE

These stores have the feel of an emporium, and they’ll likely carry enormous binders full of samples as well as catalogs from many different manufacturers. They will likely offer competitive pricing, and if you’re looking for a traditional, classic, or simple design, this may be the way to go.

The cons? If you’re looking for something “outside the box” and creative, a large store might be less able to adapt. (It’s harder for an elephant to change direction than it is for a rabbit.) Also, because they carry a wide range of stationery at many different price points, you’ll need to educate your eye before you enter be sure that what you’re ordering looks and feels like the high-quality stationery that you seek.

INDEPENDENT STATIONERY STORE

It’s difficult to survive as a mom-and-pop in a big-box world. Those small stationers that survive must have demonstrated the highest levels of personal service and exquisite taste. Perhaps the stationer who served your mummy and grand-mummy is still around. It’s worth checking.

In an independent shop, you’re more likely to encounter higher quality and higher pricing. They shouldn’t blink at requests for heavily stylistic choices, if that’s what you desire. A small stationer will have relationships with other small shops who do engraving and letterpress, as well as with quality calligraphers and monogram designers. The service will be impeccable (hopefully), and you will pay for that with a higher cost.

ONLINE STATIONERS AND MAIL-ORDER CATALOGS

These options are certainly tempting—after all, how convenient is it to sit at home, cozy in your robe, while you choose fonts and select your paper? Unfortunately, the merchandise will often fail to live up to your expectations when it arrives. Since personal stationery is by definition personalized, it will be difficult to return—or re-gift. Additionally, personalizing stationery takes some time, so if you order a suite and are unsatisfied with the results, you will have already lost a few months to the process, and you’ll be back at square one. It’s best to go to a brick-and-mortar store where you have the option of feeling the paper’s heft and running your fingers over the printing samples.

Types of Paper

Once you choose your stationer, the next step is selecting paper.

Cotton fiber: Made from 100-percent cotton. Arguably the most traditional and elegant option.

Handmade papers: Made from natural organic materials including cotton, rag, hemp, and plant fibers; uneven or “rough” in texture.

Laid: Similar to vellum (see page 28), but with a rougher, bumpy finish.

Linen finish: A paper type with a surface that’s grainier than pure cotton stocks. Another elegant, classic choice.

Parchment: Cloudy, translucent paper that creates an airy, poetic effect.

Vellum: Paper made from a cotton blend, with a translucent, frosted appearance, and a smooth finish.

Rice paper: A thin, soft paper that’s actually not made from rice. Non traditional, but beautiful and elegant. It can only accept letterpress printing.

Rag paper: Made from cotton rags. Extremely durable.

 

Types of Printing

Your choice of paper will guide your next decision: the printing type you prefer for the monogram, for your name, or for some other imprint that will adorn and personalize your stationery.

Engraving: This method, first introduced in the seventeenth century, is unparalleled in quality and elegance. Also called “die-stamping,” it’s the epitome of good taste. No other process can reproduce the particular three-dimensional quality attained through engraving. More akin to stamping than to printing, this process begins with the text etched onto a copper plate or die. The plate is then coated with ink and attached to a press. The press forces the plate into the paper, with much pressure, and the ink is transferred. The effect is slightly raised type—the letter definition is crisp, the ink color is true, and the paper’s back is indented or “bruised.” Once you’ve invested in the custom plate, subsequent sets will cost less.

Thermography: Also called “raised printing,” thermography results in raised type like engraving but it’s less refined—and less expensive. No die is cast and there is no bruise or impression on the paper’s back. Instead, the image or letters are printed flat, coated with a powder compound, and passed under a heater. The heat fuses the ink with the compound and the letters or printing will swell to create a three-dimensional effect. Done badly, it can look like stick-on letters. There are two telltale ways to detect thermography from engraving—the ink used in the former is shinier, and unlike engraving, there is no indentation on the back of the paper. Some residue from the process might be left on the pages or inside the envelopes. You may need to blow gently to get rid of the excess powder. Another option available, called “matte thermography,” uses a different powder compound and results in a less shiny look.

Letterpress: This labor-intensive technique dates back to the Gutenberg Bible, and the press itself takes up the span of a large walk-in closet. Images or letters are carved into wood blocks and then inked. The paper is pressed into the wood, with less pressure than that applied during engraving, and the images or text are transferred. Letterpress looks especially sharp with modern typefaces.

Offset lithography: This flat process transfers ink from a roller to the paper—an economical way to create a multicolor motif and the most common method of printing.

Embossing: Usually used for large initials or borders, this printing technique forms letters and images with a raised “relief” surface, imparting added dimension.

Blind-embossing: This printing process employs a die (as in engraving) to stamp ink-less letters and images into the surface, causing a raised “relief” effect.



“GRATITUDE UNLOCKS THE FULLNESS OF LIFE.
IT TURNS WHAT WE HAVE INTO ENOUGH, AND MORE.
IT TURNS DENIAL INTO ACCEPTANCE, CHAOS TO ORDER,
CONFUSION TO CLARITY. IT CAN TURN A MEAL INTO A
FEAST, A HOUSE INTO A HOME, A STRANGER INTO A
FRIEND. GRATITUDE MAKES SENSE OF OUR PAST,
BRINGS PEACE FOR TODAY, AND CREATES A VISION
FOR TOMORROW.” –Melody Beattie



Paper and Printing Terms

Here are some more terms you may encounter while you choose your stationery. Refer to this mini-glossary to help you with the unfamiliar lingo.

Calligraphy: Artistic, stylized, or elegant handwriting. Often associated with the elegant, curlicue script found on the most formal of wedding invitations, there are many genres and styles of calligraphy. Deckle edge: The irregular, feathered, “torn” edge of paper, an effect that can be attained by either machine or by hand. When it’s by hand, there are often four deckle edges; when it’s by machine, there are two. Typically used on art papers and handmade papers.

Jacquard: Screen-printed paper that creates an illusion of layering; for example, paper that looks like it’s overlaid with a swatch of lace.

Typeface: The style/appearance of a letter or numeral. With the arrival of desktop publishing, the term is more or less synonymous with the word “font.”

Stock: The term used to describe thickness and heaviness of paper. Heavy card stock is ideal for formal correspondence cards. Lighter stock works better for letter sheets.

Watermark: The translucent emblem or “beauty mark” pressed into fine paper that becomes visible when the paper is held up to a light. A watermark denotes superb quality, signifying the exclusivity of the paper manufacturer or stationer.





Monograms

Monogrammed stationery telegraphs sophistication and elegance. It’s also extremely convenient because, like a pair of creamy pearl stud earrings, it complements everything, whether formal or informal. If you do decide to monogram, you have the option of one, two, or three initials.

The most common monogram has three—a pair of initials (the first initial of the first and middle names) the same size flanking the larger initial (the first initial of the surname) in the center. A single or married woman who keeps her maiden name uses the initials of her first, middle, and last names. A married woman who takes her husband’s name uses the initials of her first, maiden, and husband’s last names. A standard stationer can create this monogram and may offer other options as well.

You can also commission a designer or design your own. There are all sorts of inventive modern versions of the classic monogram; in cursive topped with a crown, embedded in a leaf or rosette, in block Art Deco–style letters. Even the classic design has options; it can be shaped like a diamond or oval, fixed within a border, or floating in white space. Select the one that suits you.

[image: Image]

If you choose to print your name on stationery instead of selecting a monogram, here’s how it should appear:


Single woman:

Holly Jones

Miss Holly Jones



Married woman who keeps her maiden name:

Mrs. Holly Jones

Holly Jones

 

Married woman who takes her husband’s name:

Mrs. Justin Mickelson

Mrs. Holly Mickelson

Holly Mickelson



A married woman who is a doctor:

Doctor Holly Mickelson

Dr. Holly Mickelson

 

Divorced woman who has taken her husband’s name:

Mrs. Holly Mickelson

Ms. Holly Mickelson

Holly Mickelson



Further Flourishes

There are many ways to decorate stationery beyond the traditional letterhead and monogram. If you step foot in one of the large stationery stores, you’ll be overwhelmed—and possibly seduced—by the monogram embossing stamps, stickers, wax seals, and stencils. If you decide to add any of these flourishes to your letter sheet, card, or envelope, be careful not to draw attention away from your written message. Only use them to creatively add one or two decorative touches—“touch” being the operative word. A simpler aesthetic that doesn’t overpower the hallmarks of quality—a thick paper, a gorgeous engraving job—will always communicate a more powerful and elegant message.



T&C Tip: A man’s stationery is more conservative than a woman’s, with his name engraved without a title unless he is an M.D., in which case he uses “Dr.” or a member of the clergy or military. Gothic and Roman are the traditional fonts used for a man’s letter sheets or correspondence cards.
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Pre-printed Cards

Boxed sets of cards are available from quality stationers that say “Thank You” on the front. There are also entire sections in drugstore greeting-card aisles dedicated to the thank-you card. The latter is acceptable for children or possibly for when you want to send a humorous note. The former—the boxed notes—are actually less useful than boxes of plain notepaper or cards of premium stock. The front-and-center placement of the words “Thank You” detracts from your own written message, and the ownership of such cards indicates that you only pen notes when you have someone to thank.

In fact, it has traditionally been a hallmark of a person who is in good social standing to write notes on all occasions; to look after a friend’s well-being, to RSVP, to invite, to send a clipping from a newspaper, to communicate condolences or an apology. This extensive list of reasons to write demonstrates the futility of a box of stationery with a single purpose.

Pen and Ink

You may not think that the recipient of your letter or card will know which type of pen you used, but that’s not so. Marks made by a ballpoint pen appear much different than those made by a fountain pen. One floats on the surface of the paper and the other deposits ink deep into its tiny crevices. More importantly, your choice of pen dictates your own writing ease. A well-made fountain pen or a calligraphy pen might entice you to your writing desk while a standard ballpoint incites no such eagerness for the task at hand.

Fountain pens grew in popularity in the nineteenth century, and in 1938, a Hungarian journalist invented the ballpoint pen. Today, luckily for us, we have many options. Most of us are multi-pen people, with ballpoints for note-taking and fountain pens for letter-writing. Results will differ depending on the type of pen, paper material, and paper thickness. You will need to experiment to match pen with the paper—and pen with personality.

Of course, once the pen is chosen, the ink may still be in question. Pens come in a slew of colors. It’s fun to experiment with different ones, but for note-writing, blue or black is best. Green and red should be reserved for holiday cards. Silver and sparkles should be reserved for children.
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T&C Factoid: For more than 1,000 years, the writing instrument of choice was the quill pen, made from bird feathers. For luxury, people chose quills made from swan feathers, but crows’ feathers actually provided the finest line.





Organizing your Paper

It’s said that Princess Diana kept her paper on her desk to remind her to write thank-you notes before she retired to the bedroom. Storing a few sheets and envelopes out in the open and the rest in one or more containers near your desk is a good strategy.

Choosing the container can be just as much fun as choosing the stationery. Find a box that you like that matches your décor. You may have to buy a bigger box once your stationery collection grows to include different types of formal and informal notes. Make sure that your paper lies flat inside the stationery box. You never want to store paper on its edge or with any edges hanging over—it runs the risk of rippling or curling. Another important concern is to keep your paper cool and dry, as moisture can cause curling or make the adhesive on the envelopes moisten and stick. Be especially careful of storage if you live in a humid climate. The ideal temperature is 75 degrees or less—and stationery should always be kept out of direct sunlight.



Postmarks and Stamps

Is there a post office nearby that offers a special historic postmark? The floor of the B. Free Franklin Post Office in Philadelphia’s Old City is often stacked with boxes of wedding invitations waiting to receive the special handwritten Franklin postmark. Brides send their invites and thank-you notes to Loveville, Maryland; Romance, Arizona; or Loveland, Colorado to be postmarked. If you’re a bride, and you’d like to try this yourself: Send your notes with adequate self-addressed stamped envelopes, and specify that you are ‒remailing” the envelopes. The post office will apply the postmark and send them back. Another bridal option is to seek out the calligraphic dove-and-heart stamps issued by the United States Postal Service for wedding correspondence.

The service called Photostamps allows you to upload a digital photo and buy authorized stamps from the postal service. This is another wonderful and creative way to personalize thank-you notes for gifts. A bride and groom might use a photo from their honeymoon. Thanks-you notes for a child’s birthday gifts might feature a photostamp of the child eating birthday cake or wearing a birthday hat. Keep in mind that such creative flourishes are not appropriate for somber occasions, such as sending thanks for condolences.





If you have room, designate one area to be a writing area, and install a writing desk with a comfortable chair and pleasing lamp. Leave everything there so you know where to find it, and so everything—including paper, pen, stamps, and addresses—is in one place when you need it. A blotter on the desktop will provide a smooth writing foundation and protect the surface of the desk.

[image: Image]



For those with less-than-legible handwriting

It’s possible, no matter your age, to improve your handwriting. It simply takes time and patience. Often when people have difficulty it stems from the way they hold their pen and the muscles they use to write. Those with better handwriting use their shoulder and forearm muscles to write and hold their fingers and wrist stiff. Those who don’t write legibly typically use their fingers and wrist to move the pen; they need to learn to isolate these muscles and use their larger muscles instead. Take out some sheets of paper and practice writing, first to see which muscles you’re using, and second, to try to correct your stance. Try this sentence: “The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.” See the Appendix on page 151 for more assistance.





Conclusion

With all of the details involved in selecting paper, a type of printing, and your pen, it’s easy to lose sight of the forest for the trees. Remember, what’s most important is the sentiment of gratitude; you are truly thankful for the gesture or gift imparted by the recipient of your note. You are sending them an acknowledgment of their kindness in a conscientious and expressive manner.

“NEVER THINK, BECAUSE YOU CANNOT WRITE A LETTER EASILY, THAT IT IS BETTER NOT TO WRITE AT ALL. THE MOST AWKWARD NOTE IMAGINABLE IS BETTER THAN NONE—FOR TO WRITE NONE IS THE DEPTH OF RUDENESS, WHEREAS THE AWKWARD NOTE MERELY FAILS TO DELIGHT.” –Emily Post




End of sample
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