
THE ORIGINS OF ILLIGRAPHY
Calligraphy 
(from Ancient Greek: κάλλος kallos "beauty" and γραφή graphẽ 
"writing")

ill
cool, tight, sweet  2. Adj. Having great skill or skills with respect to a 
particular endeavor.

illigraphy
Name attributed to drawings and graphic works by artist Russell 
Coleman

Below is an abstract from 
The Concrete Cook Book
In which Russ Coleman explains the origins and contributing factors to 
the graphic works that he describes as illigraphy. 
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Beyond words and letters and form and function.

For the first 10 years of my working career I was a full time letter 
carver. This involved carving letters by hand onto stone memorials 
mainly marble and granite. I learned many styles and techniques of 
hand carved lettering using various hammers, chisels and tools. It took 
approximately 3 years  to learn to do this, it took another 3 years to get 
good at doing it and it took a further 3 years to get fast at doing it. I 
was paid a “piece rate,” or payment by the letter. To earn my wages in 
the most proficient manner I taught myself every short cut and hack  
that could be be used in the process of carving letters, plus some of 
my own invention.

At the beginning of my career, semi automated letter cutting, letters 
made with the use of a large pantograph style machine were generally 
considered to be an inferior product. These machined letters were 
finished by hand to bring them up to acceptable standards. By the end 
of my letter cutting career, ‘sand blast’ lettering had altered the industry 
completely and become the acceptable norm. Sand blast lettering was 
fast, efficient, uniform every time, and cheap. Anybody who could use 
a computer and learn a few simple skills could do six times the work I 
could produce in a day, and this after only a few weeks training. My 
skills had been rendered obsolete by technology. The mechanical 
perfection of the sand blasted letter could be argued to be an inferior 
product in comparison to the hand crafted letter, as its has none of the 
hand wrought beauty of the slightly imperfect object.



Tacit information

What I learned in the 20,000 hours that I put chisel to  stone, was not to 
carve beautiful words, it was not even to shape aesthetically pleasing 
letterforms. Once the layout process of the lettering was complete, I no 
longer looked at words or letters, I only saw the constituent parts that 
make up letters.  For me letter cutting was about carving the strokes 
and forms that form the letters. I was concerned with the constituent 
breakdowns of each individual glyph and the contrast between a 
straight line and a curved line, each having its particular beat and 
rhythm. Each singular element was either chopped in as a straight line 
or chased out as a succession of scooping passes with a chisel. Every 
section of a letter, each process in the construction of a form was 
stripped back to its bare essential and every way found to exercise 
minimum effort in its production, I became a personal study in time and 
motion. The total height of any lettering as well as the large uprights 
were designed to  be cut all at the same time by the biggest chisel to 
be used for that particular job. This chisel was not put down until all of 
the long straight lines in the whole inscription were cut. Then 
proceeding to the next chisel a size smaller, all that could be incised by 
that chisel was cut. This process was repeated using successively 
smaller chisels, until it was time to pick up the chisel that “chased out” 
all of the curved elements of a glyph. This chisel was also used for the 
serifs or finishing corners of a letter. I had deconstructed this process 
to such a degree that I had gone beyond cutting letters to creating a 
flow of movement that left in its wake a trail of shapes that happened 
to be an inscription dedicated to a life. 



Hand and memory

As I improved at letter cutting my body followed my hands, as did my 
eyes, my head, and my heart. They all started working in unison. I had 
undergone a process of transformation within myself. My wrists grew 
strong and thick at the cost of flexibility, The muscle memory learned 
by my hands and limbs became deeper and deeper engrained. The 
natural rhythms and speed of work and movement fitted together with 
my breathing and my heart beat. I developed a style of my own that 
distinguished my tastes from my fathers. I incorporated small 
differences and tweaks that set my work out against the other masons 
in the area. I had to be able to  copy and match nearly every mason’s 
hand within a forty mile radius, at that time I would have been copying 
a dozen or more other letter carvers either active, retired or passed on. 
I could recognize the carving style of these masons and could name 
most of them. The constant repetition I experienced became deeply 
engrained and was as unique and as individual as handwriting. Letter 
carving became an efficient use of the whole body coupled with an 
innate and unconscious awareness of time, space and rhythm.
This was commercial lettering in a vernacular tradition it was not 
“calligraphic” in the sense of making beautifully balanced words and 
letters usually cut into soft stone. It was hard edged and practical. It 
was the carving of legible letters into hard materials with an eye to the  
inscription lasting as long as possible. The letterforms were born of an 
efficiency of muscle, hammer and chisel. The tools informed and 
dictated the shapes of the letters, their beauty was formed of 
necessity. The form was neither florid as though drawn by a pen nor  
fluid as if laid on by a brush. 



The clock was king it dictated the tempo. My father was known as the 
fastest letter cutter in the Northern union. I could at my fastest using 
the most efficient form of letter, cut 20 letters an hour in marble 
lowering to 14 letters per hour in granite. A standard pace would be 12 
letters in marble and 9 in granite. To work in this manner you were 
always aware of the clock and would constantly have to check yourself 
and speed up as the mind slowed or wondered or as the day wore on 
and fatigue crept in. After 10 years of this practice I felt as though I 
needed to  do more than ‘scratch’ the skin of a memorial, more than the 
simple shaping of some of the softer stones. I left to take up sculpture 
at art college thinking that I had put letter carving behind me.

Fast forward 24 years

Having worked on many projects built many objects and created may 
artworks, 2013 saw me starting another phase in my life and career. I 
have been enjoying a return to drawing as exercise. To draw I need to 
get past the 8 year old Russ Coleman and his fear of a blank page, or 
the flow-blocking “what shall I draw?” I put pencil to paper and once 
again let the flow begin to find that the 20,000 hours of practice cannot 
be repealed. 
The engrained muscle memory will always out. It often takes differing 
form but every time I move hand and tool I find what motor’d the 20 
year old Russ Coleman still drives the hand and eye of the 50 year old 
Russ Coleman. The most difficult thing for me is to get out of the way 
of myself. I keep thinking that there should be more to these drawings, 



they should be prettier, more complicated. These drawings are 
abstract yet lyrical. When I accept these marks on paper on their own 
terms, they become satisfyingly unique, nobody else could make these 
marks. I can embrace them and be excited by the act of making them. 
I can challenge myself to produce them. I can time them and force 
them, speed them along and loosen them from my own grip, throwing 
down shapes and letting them flow from the same whole body 
experience learned in my youth.

The closest thing to the distilled essence of this flow are the stripped 
back drawings such as the Ream drawings they are done in 8 seconds 
or less. These individual drawings are performed repeatedly over the 
500 pages in one sitting. They strike me as similar to  a graffiti tag or a 
shorthand calligraphy. At one point in the workshop I was re-
assembling some broken concrete letters to create new calligraphic 
forms when I thought of the term illigraphy as they are “illegible 
calligraphy”, Although this is a nonsense word it struck me  as a good 
description, welding the high craft of calligraphy with street graffiti 
letterforms that often go beyond the limits of recognition.

Beyond Language

I look at Chinese, Japanese even Mongolian calligraphy and find it 
beautiful. I also find Arabic a fantastic graphical language. I look at all 
of these and can only see them as aesthetic marks on different media. 
Without being able to decipher the meaning they can only be read as 



abstract forms. That which may be deemed as poor Chinese 
calligraphy to a mandarin speaker and reader may be perceived as 
perfectly fine to anybody who does not read the written language. 
There are only a few universal conventions, such as framing and 
uniformity but these can be played with. 

What is it that is conveyed by illigraphy? 

Surely any written language you cannot read must be useless in the 
sense of transferring a direct and precise meaning from one person to 
another. If symbols and signs are also cut out so  that you are not 
drawing pictographs or hieroglyphs there can only be a sensual and 
emotional response. There is a choice of media, a choice of tool or 
mark making instrument and the placing of the marks. By squeezing 
the time frame down and mark making in a fast and pressured way the 
choice of mark becomes one of autonomy of the body and not one of 
fore thought and consideration.

In the spirit of piece rate letter cutting I will often go from the start of a 
sketch pad or sheaf of paper using one tool to make a mark turning a 
page every 3 seconds using a musical loop as a metronome. I would 
then repeat the exercise going over the pages with a different tool to 
make a counter mark in a form of call and response.



This Fast drawing also applies to fast carving I tend to use pieces of 
stone that can be physically lifted by myself and I often carve in a 
concentrated burst. (Usually a 4 hour session.) Often the result is a 
piece that bears the same shapes lines and motifs that are in the 
drawings only in a 3 dimensional form. The concrete bowls bear these 
lines, normally in a flowing curvilinear form but sometimes the straight 
line invades.


