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ear Stylist
readers, I recently
received some
post that made
me cry. No, it
wasn’t a reminder
to file my tax
return, but rather a pristine white
envelope with my name and address,
written in my father’s unmistakable
spidery script. He’d sent me a
handwritten letter! It was like a
love-punch to the gut.
Research by Royal Mail last year
found that 74% of people feel writing
letters has positive mental health
benefits and 18% of adults have sent
more letters and cards to family since
lockdown began. During social
distancing times, can hand-writing
letters be the key to finding some
much-needed headspace and also
getting closer to those we love?

had let me down. And then, finally,
three weeks later a letter arrived at my
own door. My friend had written back
to me! It was the most exhilarating
feeling to know that my letter had
made it all the way to England, been
read, digested, and that my friend had
in turn taken the time to write a reply.”

D

Sometimes a
letter is better

Why handwritten letters
are enjoying a renaissance
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Writing to reflect
‘Connecting’ with people nowadays
can be as effortless as double
tapping a ‘like’ on an Instagram post
or pinging someone a meme on WhatsApp –
and those acknowledgments are entirely valid,
a way of saying, “I see you” to people you
probably haven’t actually seen in years. But they
are impersonal when public, and often flippant
when you can delete or edit whatever you send.
“Hand-writing a letter makes us pause and
reflect,” says cognitive behavioural psychologist
Claire Luchford. “Not being able to easily erase
something handwritten makes us consider what
we really want to say. It’s mindful: no screens or
pinging notifications – just you and a blank
page.” You’re giving yourself – and by extension
the recipient – a screen break and your time and
consideration, which is good for both mental and
physical health. “We get that positive feedback
of doing something for someone else with
care,” Luchford adds.
Letters offer an antidote to the throwaway
nature of digital communication – and to the
busyness of our pre-lockdown lives. Our worlds
have slowed down, so ‘snail mail’ makes sense.
“We now have more time for reflection and letters
have traditionally been a place for that reflection
to take place, both in writing and reading,” says
Ewan Clayton, Professor in Design at the
University of Sunderland, calligrapher and author
of The Golden Thread: The Story of Writing.
Stephanie Wood, 38, a digital journalist,
returned to “proper pen-and-paper letterwriting” after moving to Portugal from London
a few years ago. “I wanted to communicate with
friends in a more detailed, personal way. I could
have gone down the lengthy email route, but
I wanted those friends to know how much
they meant to me, and I felt that taking the
time to write a letter demonstrated that.”

A paper trail
One of the biggest draws of both writing and
receiving letters is that they’re tactile – you can
hold and keep them. “You can take your letter

and treasure it, carry it around, re-read it, place it
somewhere,” Clayton says. “It feels so personal
– letters have a privacy and intimacy that the
digital medium has less of.” Finding a box of dusty
letters in the attic is one of the great joys of life.
Will we get the same nostalgia from re-reading
old WhatsApp messages in 15 years?
That personal factor goes further though –
have you ever thought it strange that you can
recognise someone’s handwriting immediately,

“I wanted my friends to
know how much they
meant to me, and taking
the time to write a letter
demonstrated that”
even from childhood? “Handwriting is unique
and reflects the writer’s personality,” says Ruth
Myers, forensic handwriting analyst. “Even if
handwriting develops – or is disguised – there
are still innate traits that won’t change, like the
margins they leave at the sides, the connection
or spaces between letters or the size of the text.
You can also tell if someone was in a rush or
took their time. Everything from the pen and
paper they choose to the punctuation they use
is part of the experience.”
Letters are timestamps in our personal
histories – how we felt at that exact moment;
stories told not just through words, but through
the pen and paper and the handwriting that
gives us away. There’s also the freedom that
comes from sending your note into the ether
with no way of knowing if it’s been received or
read. An intoxicating rarity in our ‘being left on
read’ digital experience.
“I assumed I’d receive a text alerting me to
my first letter’s arrival so felt a bit put out when a
week passed and nothing,” Wood recalls. “When
two weeks passed, I started to worry the post

“Letter writing and digital
communication can co-exist,”
Clayton concludes. “History shows
that we have always used multiple
technologies for writing: the Romans
carved in stone, wrote in ink on
papyrus and strips of wood and
used metal styluses to write in wax.
It’s a myth that a new technology
will completely replace an old one.
Letter writing by hand will not have
the central place it once had in
European culture, but the number
of emails and other text-based
messages we send each day is
extraordinary and suggests we
are writing more than ever – even as some
areas of written communication give way
to image-based communication, using
Instagram and TikTok, for instance.”
Indeed, journalist Anna Hart chose to write
the manuscript for her book Departures: A
Guide To Letting Go, One Adventure At A Time
longhand: “For me, words flow so much more
smoothly via a pen than a keyboard. My laptop
is a buffet of distractions, but if it’s just me and
a pen and a paper, I have no choice but to get
on with things. The clichéd idea of the writer is
that we sit miserably at a desk, drinking gin at
2am, red-eyed from staring at a screen, sliding
inevitably into depression. This old ‘suffering for
my art’ idea is really toxic and masculine and
outdated, and I’ll rebel against it every way I can:
by being outside, escaping a screen and making
writing a healthy, fun process. Writing should be
a pleasure, because it is a privilege.”
Writing letters is special now, in a digital
age, because you choose to write them. You
choose to give yourself and someone else
your time, thought and consideration – and
hopefully you get it in return.
It seems fitting to give Royal Mail the last
word: “This has been an immensely challenging
and sometimes isolating time for many, so
it’s more important than ever to find a truly
meaningful way of letting loved ones know that
you are thinking of them,” says Mark Street,
Head of Campaigns. “A handwritten letter or
card is a powerful way of connecting and
showing someone that you care. Put simply,
sometimes a letter is better.”
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