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The following biography is used with permission from Michael Sull’s Spencerian Script 
and Ornamental Penmanship, Volume I. 
 

William E. Dennis 
(1860-1924) 

 
Among the ranks of penmen, there were few indeed who earned the respect and 
admiration of his peers to a greater degree than William E. Dennis. As a man, beloved by 
the members of his profession, he rates with E. W. Bloser, C. P. Zaner and even P. R. 
Spencer. As a skilled penman in every field of penmanship and pen art, he ranked above 
them all. In the eyes of his contemporaries and those penmen who followed after his 
death, he was often regarded as the finest all around penman who ever lived. To this day, 
his work remains unchallenged and undoubtedly will remain so. 
 
Born in Manchester, New Hampshire in 1860, Dennis' interest in penmanship started in 
1875 at the age of 15 when he secured a copy of Gaskell's Compendium of Penmanship. 
He studied the plates in the text and sent his lessons to Gaskell for critique. Two years 
later he enrolled in Gaskell's school and was widely promoted by the great penman as 
"Gaskell's boy wonder" It was at that institution where Dennis made friends with his new 
classmate A. N. Palmer, a treasured association that lasted through both men's lifetimes. 
 
While a young man in his twenties, Dennis tried several lines of work as a clerk, but 
found them too boring for his taste. He decorated the ledger books in his charge with 
fancy birds and scrolls, but it seems that this did little to impress his employers, for he 
was fired from no less than three jobs! His fortunes changed and his career path became 
guided when shortly thereafter he met A. R. Dunton one of the most skilled penmen of 
the 19th century. Under Dunton's guidance, Dennis learned much practical use for his 
pen, as well as many advanced techniques of penmanship. 
 
During his career as a penman and engrosser, W. E. Dennis was known as an expert of 
the highest caliber in all forms of ornamental penmanship, shaded "display" scripts, and 
text lettering. He was considered a genius at offhand flourishing, and was acclaimed as 
"America's Dean of Engrossing." In 1909, he met Mr. Willis Baird, and in 1914 the two 
men formed a partnership in Brooklyn, New York. It was also in that same year that the 
American Penman published a superb collection of ornamental penmanship by Dennis 
entitled "Studies in Pen Art," copies of which were eagerly sought by penmen of his day 
and are prized by collectors today. 
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For many years until his death, William E. Dennis maintained his studio in Brooklyn and 
produced work of superlative quality. His death at age 64 on June 6, 1924 was a shock to 
the penmanship profession. A slightly built man of 5'6" and 135 pounds, his passing 
resulted from pneumonia after an illness of only three days. Numerous Master Penmen 
eulogized him, but perhaps none better than his dear friend Samuel E. Bartow: "Dennis 
was to the penmanship profession what such painters as Whistler, Sargent and Da Vinci 
were to the art world. His book known as 'Studies in Pen Art' forms one of the most 
enduring monuments to that Greatest of Great all around penman, W E. Dennis." 
 

“How They Became Penmen” 
By W. E. Dennis*, Brooklyn, N. Y. 

Taken from The Penman's Art Journal, November 1907 
(Text Converted by Dr. Joseph M. Vitolo) 

 
You have asked me to give the boys some idea of how I got started in my special line of 
work, I assure you it is not with the least bit of egotism that I rake up a few facts 
regarding my experience; but still, if I can help the younger ones by pointing out some of 
my mistakes, I readily comply with your request. So here goes: 
 
When quite a little shaver I was guilty of filling up a few copy books with boyish 
attempts at fancy lettering and scroll work. Of course, then I had no idea that I would 
ever follow it as a business, but did it just for the fun of it. A little later, when I got hold 
of "Gaskell's Compendium" and gazed with wonder at the strikingly beautiful specimens 
contained therein, I was seized with a sudden desire to learn to execute those wonderful 
things, then go forth into the world and make a colossal fortune at once-not only for 
myself, but sufficient to put on Easy Street all my friends and distant relatives. 
 
It beats all what crazy notions get into a young fellow's head and make him a sort of 
temporary lunatic, but such is life. Well, after I had shed quarts of ink on birds, swans 
and other funny things, I finally landed at Gaskell's Business College, Manchester, N. H., 
where I was bent on becoming initiated into the mysteries of flourished stags, spread 
eagles, etc. I had such unbounded faith in this wonderful art (?) that I thought when I was 
ready to strike out I would only have to walk into some business house and show a few 
swans and fancy flourished capitals; then if I wanted the book keeper's job he would at 
once be fired out and I would step into his place with double his salary. But somehow 
things didn't go that way.  
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I did at last hook on to a job in an insurance office at the immense salary of $3 per week, 
where my clerical duties were to be rather light-simply to hold the place down when the 
boss was out. The boss did go out finally for several days, much to my relief, and when 
he returned he found me working up a couple of flourished stags on a sheet of Whatman's 
drawing paper five feet long. I well remember the look of astonishment, mingled with 
profound disgust, that spread over his usually immobile features, but I simply thought he 
didn't know a good, thing when he saw it. I even had the unmitigated nerve to ask him for 
a few days off that I might finish up the bounding stags. He told me I could have the 
whole Summer off, and the coming Fall, Winter and Spring. Thus, you see I was 
"bounced." 
 
Manchester being too small a place to hold me, I lit out and went on a "wild goose chase" 
(flourished geese of course) until I struck Boston-the Hub, and the city of education and 
culture-just the place where a young giant who could flourish birds and swans would 
soon roll in wealth. But the market for flourished geese, birds, swans, eagles, etc., was 
away down, and I began to wonder what in the world had caused such a panic. However, 
I wasn't destined to starve exactly, and thereupon secured a fine job in a large bookstore 
at the large salary of $3 per week to make myself generally -useful. Seeing that I was 
handy with the pen, they set me to writing circular letters-a kind of work which soon 
grew monotonous, so I began to sprinkle in a few flourished birds, etc., with the regular 
work assigned me. Being hardheaded, practical businessmen, they of course didn't stand 
it long, and accordingly I was suddenly and unceremoniously "bounced." 
 
My next step towards fame and fortune was a job in a Mercantile Agency-copying, at the 
usual boys' salary of $3 per week, but there was a ray of hope, as it was hinted that I 
might get a raise soon by becoming familiar with the work. Copying soon grew dull and 
my interest lagged. Pens, ink and paper were handy, so I began a series of birds, scrolls, 
swans, etc., which I felt sure would raise me to a higher pinnacle in this big business 
institution than that of a mere copying machine. And, sure enough, they did make an 
impression, for, after covering my desk with what I thought was something dazzling in 
the flourish line, I was informed that the manager wanted to see me. Thinking he was 
going. to give me a shower bath of compliments and double my salary, I went with great 
alacrity to his desk, and there I was simply told to gather up my flourished birds and 
quietly vanish. "Bounced" again! 
 
After that I believe I should have withered up and blown away if good fortune hadn't 
thrown me in the path of old A. R. Dunton, “author and teacher of the Duntonian System 
of Writing, used all over the entire country," as he always proudly announced himself. 
Dunton was filling out the Boston diplomas and getting tip sets of copy books. He 
showed me how copies were prepared for the engraver and soon had me in harness doing 
practical work, for at that time copy book work was quite a big thing, and what I learned 
in this particular branch was something that was afterwards the means of bringing me 
considerable money. Here was work for which there was a market, and it may be well to 
say to the young penmen that there is yet a demand for good commercial script for 
reproduction; and the young fellow who combines good sensible script work with a 
facility for practical lettering and designing will not go long without employment. 
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The Pen Work of
William E. Dennis
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Dennis Envelopes Courtesy of Don Tate
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Dennis’ Studio (1898)
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The Dennis & Baird
Studio

Dennis partnered with Willis A. Baird (1882-1954) 
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