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Picnic in Your Dreams. Thery McKinney.   
“The Wearable Book,” page 8. 
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THE ZANERIAN EXPERIENCE
  BY CLIFFORD D. MANSLEY, SR. 

As a boy,  
I had terrible 
handwriting. 
This was not 
happily 
received at 
home, as my 
father had, at 
one time, been 
a penmanship 
teacher in the 
Philadelphia 
public schools. 
However, The 
Educator, a 

periodical from the Zaner-Bloser Company, arrived at our house 
every so often, and at some point the beautiful writing and calligra-
phy on its pages became an interesting challenge to me. So, while I 
was in the Navy during World War II, I used some of my spare time 
trying to emulate the Engrosser’s Script (a hand similar to Copper-
plate Script) and Old English lettering in the issues I had with me. 
   I was discharged from the Navy in June of 1946, and while the GI 
Bill was there to provide funds, I could not possibly enter college 
until the winter term. With all that time on my hands, I was 
determined to spend some of it attending the Zanerian College in 
Columbus, Ohio. (This college of penmanship was part of the Zaner-
Bloser Company.) At nineteen years of age, I took the train from 
Philadelphia to Columbus, arriving in mid-September 1946. My first 
challenge was to find a room near the school that would be clean, 
warm, and inexpensive. After several frustrating days of searching,  
I finally found one in a private home. This accomplished, I then 
visited the Zanerian College for the first time. There I met the 
principal of the college, Earl A. Lupfer, and also Robert Bloser, the 
president of Zaner-Bloser. Next, I was introduced to W. L. Newark, 
who served as the full-time engrosser in the Zaner-Bloser studio, 
and lastly, I made the acquaintance of my fellow students – all  
three of them! 
   The college was founded by Charles Paxton Zaner in 1888. Robert 
Bloser’s father, Elmer Ward Bloser, became a partner in 1891, and by 
1895 their organization was called the Zaner-Bloser Company. The 
Zanerian School was one facet of the enterprise. For decades both of 
these institutions served as the major preservers and promoters of 
the fine art of American penmanship and calligraphy. (Now known 

as Zaner-Bloser, the company is still in Columbus and produces 
instructional materials on handwriting.) 
   The college and the rest of the Zaner-Bloser Company were in the 
same building, a specially-built brick structure. The downstairs 
consisted of business offices, the studio, and a shipping and 
receiving area. The stairwell to the second floor had large and 
beautiful examples of calligraphy on the walls, including lavishly 
flourished pieces. (There was also an ancient freight elevator that 
took passengers and supplies up the three floors.) The second floor 
had two large classrooms with seating in each for about thirty 
students. (At one time, the school had summer sessions for as many 
as one hundred penmanship teachers. During those times, the 
classrooms would be filled to overflowing.) In addition, there was 
storage space for penmanship books and supplies. The classrooms 
were typical schoolrooms of the era with slanted, dark wood desks 
(screwed to the floor), chairs with hard seats (also screwed to the 
floor), and expansive blackboards on two walls. Gorgeous framed 
calligraphy, testimonials, resolutions, and fantastic flourished birds 
and other animals adorned the walls. The third floor had facilities 
for making and painting wooden penholders. The penholders were 
rough-turned on a lathe and then put into a large tumbler. Tumbling 
the penholders together smoothed them so that they could then be 
painted. Painting was done by hanging the penholders on a support 
over a large vat, dipping them into the paint and pulling them out, 
and then allowing them to remain hanging until dry. 
   My fellow students were quite talented. Chris Costaras, from New 
England, did everything well; he was a natural. I highly admired his 
skill. In this era, he would be one of the standout calligraphers in 
the nation. Harry Tashner, an elderly gentleman, was there primarily 
to learn Engrosser’s Script and bird flourishing. While not as 
talented as Chris, he still became highly adept at bird flourishing. 
The third chap was there to learn business penmanship. My goal 
was to learn three basic hands: Engrosser’s Script, Old English, and 
Broad Pen Roman, a form of Foundational lettering. Although we 
had different goals, we got along well. 
   Each day began at 8:00 a.m. with instruction by Earl A. Lupfer.  
He was a superb teacher and easily accommodated himself to our 

Above, left: The Zaner-Bloser Company building in Cincinnati, from their 
letterhead (stationery).  
Below: One of a series of feathers designed by Jean and Cliff Mansley for use in 
their promotional materials.
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varied goals. The day was interspersed with teaching and practice, 
teaching and more practice, and always a personal critique by  
Mr. Lupfer. Much of the teaching took place at the blackboard.  
Mr. Lupfer would form the letters in chalk, describe the various 
parts of the letters, and explain what made them good or bad. He 
would then visit us at our desk and give us pointers on holding the 
pen, sitting properly, and creating the letters. 
   He also introduced us to the various materials used at that time. 
While the favorite paper was Crane’s Parchment 57# weight, most of 
our practice at the school was done with a tablet of special paper 
formulated by the Zanerian College to have just the right tooth. By 
practicing with this ruled tablet, we were spared lining up page after 
page for lettering. Ink for the text (broad pen) lettering was either 
Higgins Waterproof Black India Ink or Higgins Eternal. When we 
did Engrosser’s Script, we mixed Higgins Eternal with Arnold’s 
Japan Ink. The resulting lettering had the finest possible hairlines. 
(Soon after we were married, I sent my new bride to Meil’s Art Store 
in Philadelphia to get a couple-ounce bottle of Arnold’s Japan. She 
returned with a quart crock of the ink, and to this day I still have 
some as a remembrance.) Japan Ink had myrrh as one of its 
elements. Mr. Luper said that the myrrh came from China, and 
when the Communists took over, that was the end of the Arnold’s 
Japan Ink. 
   One of the things that fascinated us on Mr. Lupfer’s desk was his 
ink. For whatever reason, the ink would become moldy. Perhaps it 
was the Arnold’s Japan and the myrrh in the ink that did it. Anyway, 
he would scrape the mold off the top of the ink and then dip a piece 
of tissue into the ink to get the residual mold to cling to the tissue, 
thus removing it. One trick of the trade Mr. Lupfer used was to let 
coffee sit for several days until it became sufficiently thick and dark 
brown. This would then be mixed with the ink in order to give it a 
mellow, sepia tone. I’ve tried it, but never succeeded. They must have 
had pretty potent coffee! 
   In the classroom, we also learned how to sharpen broad pen nibs. 
As today, this was done with a good emery stone. Our goal was to 
give the nib a fine chisel edge with a slight incline to the right side of 
the pen. Another technique was the treatment of vellum in prepara-
tion for lettering. We used pounce, which was made from talc and 
the ground bones of the cuttlefish. When applied to the vellum, it 
would dry up any oil still left on the surface and help to give the 
vellum an appropriate tooth for the pen. 
   Calligraphy supplies were very reasonable in 1946, and the prices 
would astound you today. An old catalog that I have lists one gross 
of Gillott 303 nibs for $2.85, about 2 cents per nib. Gillott’s Princi-
pality nibs, one of the finest nibs ever produced for flourishing,  
cost just a little more at $3.00 per gross. Oblique penholders were  
25 cents each. Gillott square nibs were only $2.50 a gross, less than  
2 cents each. Correspondence courses cost just $12.00 each. 
   We did have the freedom during class hours to take a breather 
when we felt like it, and we had an hour each day for lunch. Lunch-

time, for me, was dinnertime, as I was on the GI Bill and did not 
have enough money to buy the more expensive dinners. We often 
enjoyed lunch together and sometimes bought sandwiches and ate 
in the park across the street. 
   Each day, Mr. Lupfer assigned us homework. I would take it back 
to my room and put in another two or three hours of practice. All in 
all, we were lettering about ten hours a day. On the weekends, in 
addition to visiting a few museums and hiking along the Olentangy 
River, I would spend another five hours a day practicing Engrosser’s 
Script, Old English, and Broad Pen Roman. 
   Occasionally we would visit the Zaner-Bloser Engrossing Studio, 
where W. L. Newark held forth as the full-time engrosser (yes, that’s 
what calligraphers were called in those days). Newark was highly 
talented, and one of his works, “High Flight,” is in The Zanerian 
Manual of Alphabets and Engrossing. One of the treats for the four  
of us was to examine the original masterpieces of the engrossers of 
the day, which were part of the company’s permanent collection.  
We were especially struck by a testimonial given upon the death of 
Elmer Ward Bloser in 1929 and executed by C. W. Norder. Norder’s 
lettering was exquisite and impeccable. We were surprised to learn 
that he cleaned up mistakes and slight errors with a razor blade. At 
the time we thought that was a bit like cheating. Since then, I have 
used hundreds of razor blades, along with electric erasers and 

John J. Reilly Resolution (1948). Higgins Waterproof Black India Ink and Higgins 
Eternal Ink mixed with Arnold’s Japan Ink, using Gillott 5005 text lettering nibs and 
Gillott 303 pointed nibs on Strathmore paper. A hand-lettered copy of a resolution in 
The Zanerian Manual of Alphabets and Engrossing, in fulfillment of the Engrossing 

Correspondence Course by the Zanerian College of Penmanship. 8.5"x13".
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sandarac, in cleaning up my own mistakes. I am fully committed to 
the art of correcting by whatever means works! 
   Following my two months at the Zanerian, I took two correspon-
dence courses with the school (while attending the University of 
Pennsylvania). One was in Advanced Engrossing and the other in 
Ornamental Penmanship. I never completed the Ornamental 
Penmanship course, although looking back on the lessons, it  
would have been rather easy to do. Upon completing the Advanced 
Engrossing course, we students created our own certificates, which 
were then signed by Mr. Lupfer and Mr. Bloser. I still have my 
certificate in my studio. While studying at the University of  
Pennsylvania, Mr. Lupfer contacted me about taking a job as a  
White House engrosser. My focus was elsewhere at the time, but  
it was an attractive offer. 
   After graduation from college, I pursued a career with the Boy 
Scouts of America, but I continued to use the skills learned at the 
Zanerian College. It seemed like every time my wife and I ran out of 
money (Scout professionals did not receive much in the way of a sal-
ary at that time), along would come a small calligraphy job to tide 
us over. My big thrill was doing some work for Harry Oshiver, a 
painter and printer in Philadelphia. He paid me $45.00 (a lot at the 
time) to just do a little decoration and shell gold on ten testimonials. 
The balance of the text on these testimonials was set in type. (Back 
then, the shell gold came from France in a little sea shell. It was 
often referred to as French gold.) I also did work for E. A. Wright 
Engravers and the Elliott Engraving Company in Philadelphia. On 
occasion, there were certificates and fraternity shingles (paddles) to 
do for the Knoedler Engrossing Studio. When we lived in New Jersey, 
Walter Nilsson of the J. V. Haring Studio in New York learned of my 
expertise in Engrosser’s Script and would periodically come to the 

house with 500 exquisite IBM certificates to letter. 
   After I retired from the Boy Scouts in 1986, my wife Jean and I 
opened our full-time and full-service studio, Heirloom Artists. Jean, 
with her background as a commercial and fine artist, served as the 
art director. Although Jean is now retired, I continue to accept 
individual commissions, along with creating Biblical and Inspira-
tional prints. Recently, I have introduced a correspondence course in 
Engrosser’s (Copperplate) Script, which so far has enrolled over 
twenty-five students.   
   I owe much to Robert Bloser and Earl A. Lupfer and to the rich 
association I had with the Zanerian College of Penmanship; to my 
father, Walter E. Mansley, who encouraged me in the pursuit of good 
penmanship; and to my wife, Jean, who helped take many of our 
calligraphic works to a higher level of artistry. b

Cliff Mansley is still creating commissions in his Oregon studio and 
accepting students for his Engrosser’s Script correspondence course. For 
more information, visit www.heirloomartists.
com. Cliff ’s daughter, Holly V. Monroe, is a 
third-generation calligrapher carrying on the 
family tradition: www.hollymonroe.com. 

Correspondence Course 
Certificate. Lettered 
using Gillott 5005 text 
lettering pens and Higgins 
Waterproof Black India 
Ink, Winsor & Newton 
watercolors, and 24k shell 
gold. Gillott 303 pointed 
nibs and Higgins Eternal 
Ink mixed with Arnold’s 
Japan Ink were used for the 
script. The certificate was 
a required project for the 
course. 18" x 15". 

Arnold’s Black Writing Ink,  
purchased circa 1955. Mixed with Higgins Eternal 

Ink, it gave extraordinarily fine hair lines. 
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This page, right:  “The North Wind and 
the Sun”. An Aesop’s fable. Lettering 
done using Winsor & Newton gouache. 
Illustration is by Jean H. Mansley. 
Commissioned work. 5' x 3' (framed). 

Below left, top: Romans 8:38–39 
(2012). 23k gold leaf on gesso, Winsor & 
Newton gouache, and sumi ink on 140lb 
Arches hot press. Commission.

Below left, bottom: Engrosser’s Script 
(2011). Sumi ink on 140lb Arches hot 
press. This is a detail of a larger piece  
(7" x 9") titled The Virtues and Precepts 
of Benjamin Franklin. 

Below right: John 3:16 (1985). Higgins 
Waterproof Black India Ink, Winsor & 
Newton watercolor, and Schminke gold 
(a later addition) on 57lb Crane’s cotton 
rag parchment paper. 14" x 22". Used for 
a poster and for a Christmas card. 

Opposite page, top: “Scout Leaders’ 
Wives” (1960). Mix of Higgins 
Eternal Ink and Arnold’s Japan Ink on 
Strathmore paper. Part of a larger piece. 

Opposite page, bottom: Psalm 63:7–8, 
John 11:25 (2000). 23k gold leaf on gum 
ammoniac base, sumi ink, and Winsor 
& Newton gouache. Two of five pieces 
hanging at St. John Medical Center in 
Longview, WA. Each 3' x 5' (framed).
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