
"vLetter Declaration" is a font made from 
the handwriting in the final copy of the 
Declaration of Independence. This font is a 
formal calligraphic style that includes the 
old-fashioned long "s" character, as well as 
John Hancock's signature. The handwriting 
is actually that of professional penman 
Timothy Matlack, who was commissioned 
to handwrite (or "engross") the final copy 
of the Declaration of Independence. 
 
Creating handwriting fonts based on 
historical handwriting is a special 
challenge. It requires finding preserved 
historical documents (such as 
correspondence or journal entries) that are 
available as digital scans, usually from the 
Library of Congress or an historical 
society. Each scan is analyzed to see if it is 
usable: if it's too dark or too light, or if there is poor contrast of the pen strokes against the paper 
(which was usually some shade of light brown, not white like today's paper). The writing 
samples also need to be consistent in size from one document to the next, rather than being large 
in one document and very small in the next. 
  
These fonts include multiple variations of each lowercase letter and capital letter. It takes 
anywhere from 20 to 50 pages of handwriting to provide a broad sample of all characters of the 
alphabet, upper and lowercase, plus numbers and basic punctuation. The hardest letters to find 
are Q, X and Z. Also, the language was a little different in the 18th and 19th centuries, so words 
that might be common today may have been rare or even non-existent then, or weren't spelled the 
same as today. 
  
Font Designer Belinda Batcha of vLetter, inc. noted that creating this SmartFont™ of Matlack's 
calligraphy was especially challenging for many reasons. For example, the lack of a "z" character 
anywhere in the document and the extrapolation of the limited number of glyphs to a complete 
set was needed to provide connections between all characters. The long "s" character 
substitutions (and at the beginning of words starting with "s") were also an interesting addition. 
 
Later, Dave Fenwick at vLetter created the OpenType rules to automate the contextual 
connections using OpenType advanced features so they appear as-you-type. In addition, he 
added  

- "bridged apostrophes", which are apostrophes above a connected word contraction; 
- special fancy "d", "o", "s", glyphs at the end of certain words and sentences, plus the long 

"s"; 
- unique high connection "t" in "th" and "tr" beginning-of-word combinations; 
- contextual end-of-word tails 
- repetitive number variations, where different glyphs are used when the same numeral is 



repeated multiple times; 
- repetitive capital variations; 
- and a "John Hancock" signature is inserted by typing the word "fullsign." 

 
The resulting Declaration font is remarkably similar to the original Matlack engrossment of the 
Declaration of Independence. Below is a comparison of the original document with the new 
Declaration font (top is the Declaration font, bottom is original). 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Some of the punctuation symbols on the keyboard cannot be found in older documents, 
particularly the brackets or slashes, but those can be filled with special characters, such as 
abbreviations like st, nd, rd, th (to be used with numbers). Also, the abbreviation No. was often 
used instead of the # symbol, and a capital D was commonly used to specify dollars in the late 
1700's, before the dollar sign was widely adopted. 
  
vLetter patents include methods to re-create handwriting by categorizing variations of individual 
handwritten characters and strokes according to how they appear in context with other characters 
and punctuation. vLetter's SmartFont™ technology instantly chooses the most appropriate 
combinations of these character variations to realistically represent the way an individual writes. 
SmartFont™ technology provides a highly effective way to create these natural variations in 
handwriting, including the unique letter connections in connected cursive.                              
 


