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talkabout peN & iNk 

the tradition of penmanship endures in  
this brave new digital world, with a focus on 

heritage, bespoke luxury – and quality ensured 
by state-of-the-art customised software.

power of 
the pen

Louis Vuitton Cabinet 
d’Écriture, Paris
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 LouiS VuiTToN’S CAbiNeT d’ÉCriTure (writing  
cabinet) opened in Paris last winter as a pop-up boutique 
dedicated to the art of writing. Now it is hoped that the 
diminutive museum/shop may become permanent. Its  
success lies in both its brief history of selling exquisite pens, 
customised stationery, writing compendiums and passport 
holders, and in the notion of Saint Germain as the spiritual 
home of literary life in Paris. Despite its reputation as a 
fashion hub – Sonia rykiel, ralph Lauren and Armani have 
boutiques here – publishing houses still operate in the area. 

Long before Louis Vuitton acquired the space, which sits 
alongside its major Left bank boutique at 6 Place Saint  
Germain-des-Prés, it was the site of a library run by the 
monks of the Abbey Saint Germain-des-Prés. Fast-forward 
to the 20th century and it had become a stationery shop, 
serving the likes of Simone de beauvoir and Marguerite 
Duras. It sits almost shoulder to shoulder with cafes once 
frequented by ernest Hemingway and Jean-Paul Sartre. 

“Pen and paper is not over, there’s a big interest,” says 
cabinet boutique assistant Xavier bavay. “It’s very charming 
when a woman takes out a pen and writes a note in her diary. 
our customers find that much nicer than punching the 
information into a mobile phone.”

What’s not to love about personalised notepaper and 
envelopes, or a pen that can become a family heirloom? the 
cabinet carries three collections of writing instruments. the 
Grand tour collection of eight pens includes a €695 ($1034) 
fountain pen burnished with 12 coats of lacquer over a  
purple-and-black Damier check. A patented mechanism 
prevents ink from leaking at altitude under cabin pressure.

the second collection, the Spirit of Louis 
Vuitton, has a starting price of €575 ($856) 
and includes a fountain pen with a hand-
crafted 18ct nib for €845 ($1258). 

the third and most impressive collection 
is the cargo, designed by London-based  
Anouska Hempel. covered in alligator skin 
and retailing at €1590 ($2366) for the  
fountain pen and €1750 ($2605) for the piston 
version, it’s a wide-bodied, masculine pen 
made to be held by captains of industry. to 
avoid any confusion at the conference table, 
customers can have their name or initials 
engraved on the nib at no extra cost. 

Selecting a pen is rather less complex than 
choosing notepaper to go with it. three 
shades (white, ivory and palest blue) come in 
velin or verge in four sizes, all watermarked 
and with embossed text ( with five Louis 
Vuitton-commissioned fonts to choose from). 
Prices start at €250 ($373) for 100 sheets of 
A4 writing paper and tissue-lined envelopes. 

customers can choose the correct colour 
for their correspondence at the ink bar.  
the best-seller is Marron Épicrien (Vuitton’s 
signature brown). rose espiègle (pink), Noir 
Magnetique (black) and Violet Malicieux are 
among the 12 shades. each is €35 ($52).
Louis Vuitton Cabinet d’Écriture, 6 Place 
Saint-Germain-des-Prés, Paris.  

it looks 
all right 
on paper
WorDS SUSAN OWENS

Tapping into a resurgent interest in the 
traditions of penmanship, Louis Vuitton opened 
a temporary pen, ink and stationery boutique in 
Paris – all timber lining and old-world charm. 

Louis Vuitton 
Cabinet d’Écriture, 
Paris (above and 
below); papier 
(above right)

ph
o

to
g

r
a

ph
y

: ©
 s

te
ph

a
n

ie
 m

u
r

at
et

/l
o

u
is

 v
u

it
to

n



14 4 Q A N TA S october 201 3

peN & iNk tALkAbout

Or mANy viSitOrS tO NEW yOrk city, an early morning 
pilgrimage to tiffany & co’s Fifth Avenue shopfront, pastry and 
coffee in hand à la Audrey Hepburn in the film adaptation of truman 
capote’s Breakfast At Tiffany’s, is irresistible. one block east, on 
Madison Avenue, stands another boutique of bejewelled treasures: 
the flagship store of pen purveyor Montblanc. the link between the 
two stores, aside from their proximity and dedication to fine crafts-
manship, is handwriting. capote drafted all his books by hand.  
“I write my first version in longhand,” he told a Paris Review  
interviewer in 1957. “then I do a complete revision, also in longhand.” 

Granted, Breakfast At Tiffany’s was a slim volume. but we are so 
wedded to our computers and other technology, it is easy to forget 
that some of the most substantial tomes – tolstoy’s War And Peace 
(1440 pages in the paperback english translation), for example – were 
composed entirely and arduously in longhand.

Not that technology is inevitably the enemy of tradition, as a recent 
innovation by Montblanc demonstrates. In order to fashion bespoke 
writing instruments, the luxury pen maker has developed software 
that measures various characteristics of a user’s handwriting in order 
to fashion a completely customised nib. 

“there is a certain nostalgia people are returning to, which is  
taking the time for things that matter, such as writing a handwritten 
note to someone,” says Montblanc Australia managing director Leon 
Mervis, reflecting on the rising popularity of the fountain pen.

An electronic stylus copies a paragraph onto paper placed over a 
tablet, identifying unique aspects of a writing style – “relaxed”, 

“dynamic and spirited”, “accurate”, and so on.  
Writing pressure and speed, and the angle,  
rotation and swing of the pen are recorded. In my 
case, a broad nib was recommended to accom-
modate my “low rotation and expansive writing 
style”. the test results could be used to select a 
writing instrument from Montblanc’s range of 
eight nib widths (extra-fine to extra-broad), or can 
be forwarded to the Montblanc headquarters in 
Hamburg where master-craftsmen will take  
several weeks to hand-grind a bespoke nib from 
gold. the process requires 100 separate steps and 
each nib is tested to make sure it moves smoothly 
(and quietly) across the page.

Although Montblanc – best known for its  
Meisterstück “power pen” – is not alone in the 
collectable fountain pen market, the software that 
informs the bespoke service is unique and is now 
offered in its Hong kong, Shanghai, Singapore, 
tokyo, Mexico city, Dubai, New York, Milan and 
Moscow boutiques, as well as in Hamburg.

For an added personal touch, the nib can be 
engraved with the user’s name. Scented or brightly 
coloured inks are an even more individual flour-
ish. Far less expensive than the company’s limited-
edition writing instruments, at €1200 ($1779), the 
bespoke nib service sits at a nexus between afford-
able luxury and individuality. Some devotees 
acquire separate unique nibs for everyday writing, 
thankyou notes, business dealings and signatures. 
While I was in the Madison Avenue store, an  

F
mightier than 
the sword

Montblanc is using the latest technology  
to design bespoke fountain pen nibs for 
enthusiasts of the written word. 

WorDS pip cUmmiNgS

Montblanc 
bespoke nibs

Montblanc 
ink bottle
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elegant elderly gentleman came in “just to visit the writing instruments”, point-
ing out ones he already had and lingering over the glass cases.

American handwriting analyst bart baggett contends there are more than 
100 individual personality traits revealed by a person’s handwriting, including 
intellect, energy, fears, motivations, imagination and integrity. on reflection, it 
does seem odd that we can know people for months these days – employ them 
or even love them – without ever having seen their handwriting, through which 
so much is revealed.

“cramped, messy handwriting could show haste, or an intense emotion like 
anger, while love letters that are handwritten generally are very neat and legible,” 
says Lisa Anderson, who met her husband through a shared passion for pens.

Anderson, a college professor, is president of the Pen collectors of America 
and runs a business with her husband buying and selling vintage and modern 
fountain pens. “We used to bid against each other on ebay and cost each other 
a great deal of money,” she says. they eventually called a truce. In 2003 they met 
in person and were married at the chicago Pen Show in 2010. “everyone  
associated with the wedding – including the maid of honour, best man and 
photographer – was a collector. everyone from the show was invited.”

together, the couple currently owns more than 1200 pens. “the oldest is  
probably from the late 1800s and the newest is new on the market this month,” 
Anderson says, “although we don’t count, on purpose.”

Many authors are fountain pen aficionados and a surprising number still 
favour composing their works by longhand. british author Neil Gaiman, who 
says he owns as many as 60 fountain pens, told BBC News Magazine he enjoys 
the ritual of refilling the pen as well as being forced to write more slowly, which 
makes him “think through sentences differently”.

Authors Jk rowling, John Le carré, Jackie collins, Stephen king and Lily 
brett all compose their first drafts in longhand. “As soon as I pick up a pencil or 
a pen, a sense of calm comes over me,” brett says. “I’m immediately connected 
to the better part of me – the part of me that loves putting words together.  
Anything that was bothering me disappears.”

Anne Frank is thought to have written her diary with a Montblanc pen. “When 
I was 13, the fountain pen went with me to the Annexe, and together we’ve raced 
through countless diaries and compositions,” she wrote in a poignant entry about 
the treasured object’s accidental incineration in the stove one night. 

Although capote wrote longhand, he favoured the pencil, not the fountain 
pen, due to another of his quirks of composition. “I am a completely horizontal 
author,” he said. “I can’t think unless I’m lying down.” 
Montblanc, 598 Madison Avenue, New York. c 

Montblanc  
pens personalised 

for Australian 
fashion illustrator 

Megan Hess

as soon as i pick  
up a pencil or pen  

a sense of calm  
comes over me
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