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Washington Calligraphers Guild member Patty Leve decorated the
front of a bar mitzvah invitation with tiny Hebrew lettering, part of a
Jewish tradition called micrography. She also used micrography in
her daughter Ariella’s ketubah (opposite page).
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altimore calligrapher Patty Shaivitz Leve
specializes in creating Jewish marriage
contracts, called ketubot in Hebrew. The
traditional ketubah (singular form) is a
legal Jewish document which dates back 2,000 years. It
is signed before the wedding by two witnesses, stating
how a wife is to be taken care of financially in the event
of divorce or the husband’s death. Traditionally written
in Hebrew, the text is often surrounded by a decorative
border, and may be among the oldest contracts conferring legal status and financial rights to women.
Because a husband and wife often display their
ketubah prominently in the home as a daily reminder
of their vows and responsibilities to each other, the
ketubah is a significant and popular form of Jewish ceremonial art. Engaged couples may contact a calligrapher
who specializes in Hebrew writing to create a custom
ketubah, or they may shop in stores or websites that sell
Judaica for a printed ketubah with blank spaces for a
calligrapher to complete.
While studying graphic design at The Cooper Union
in New York City, which included two years of serious
calligraphy study, Patty created her first ketubah as a
wedding gift for a close friend.
“I learned Hebrew calligraphy from a scribe on the
upper West Side of New York City, and then developed
my own hand based on Sephardic scripts,” Patty said,

noting that she prefers rounded letters to other styles of
Hebrew writing which are more angular.
Soon after graduating college, she took a summer class
with Sheila Waters, founding president of the Washington Calligraphers Guild. “That was the first of many
classes and workshops that I have taken with her,” said
Patty, “and although I have studied with other wonderful instructors, Sheila has been my main mentor and
teacher for the past 25 years.”
Patty writes with Mitchell nibs and either Best Bottle
sumi ink or Winsor Newton gouache on 140 pound

Saunders Waterford hot-press paper. For the Hebrew
writing she uses left-hand nibs because “they make it
easier to start the letters at a steep angle, which helps to
achieve the proper thickness of the horizontal stroke in
relation to the thinner vertical stroke.”

INTRICATE BORDERS
In addition to lettering in Hebrew and English, Patty
loves to design intricate borders. “I get inspiration for
borders from so many places. In my studio I have books
of illuminated manuscripts that I often turn to for ideas
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Patty Leve created a custom ketubah in honor of her
daughter Allison’s marriage (opposite). She also lettered
the wedding invitation and its cover monogram (top).
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when creating a new piece,” she said. “And whenever
I travel, I take pictures of patterns and designs, including
things like wrought iron gates and decorative ceilings.”
Patty starts a new border design using circle
templates, T-square and ruler to make detailed geometric drawings in pencil on tracing paper. “It takes
many attempts before I get the right proportions, and
until I get the border design to start and end in a way
that is aesthetically pleasing.”
In addition to making ketubot, Patty has designed
custom invitations for bar and bat mitzvahs and for
weddings. Her approach to designing an invitation is
similar to that of a ketubah. “I like to make the name of
the person integral to the design,” and she often uses tiny
lettering to incorporate pertinent sayings from the Bible.
The highlight of her career was last winter when
both of her daughters got married and she created an
original ketubah for each. “Every border is a challenge
but also an opportunity to impart a blessing to the bride
and groom,” Patty said. “Ariella loves butterflies, bows
and hearts so I incorporated those into her ketubah,
along with flowers and vines, to symbolize life, love and
growth” (see page 11).
To create the circles in that ketubah, Patty used a
large compass with an extension arm that holds a ruling
pen. To paint the background of the border, she mixed
a batch of gouache, carefully adding water until the
proper consistency was reached (too much water would
buckle the paper). Laboring untold hours on tracing
paper, Patty had worked out the intricate border design,
which she transferred onto the painted background by
rubbing the back with graphite. She then painted the
design in gouache.
“Shadowing helps give the decorative border a threedimensional look,” Patty said, “but it was a challenge to
paint and have it look realistic. I followed Sheila’s suggestion and held round objects up to a light source to
see where the shadows fell.”
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Patty Leve created these bar mitzvah invitations to look like small manuscripts. The
illustrations reflect the Torah portion each
boy was to recite during the Jewish ceremony as well as the holidays around the
time of their bar mitzvah. Below: portion of
an art piece in Hebrew and English.

For her daughter Allison’s ketubah, Patty used a
compass to create the arch (see page 13). She filled it
with vines and grapes, symbolic of growth, and she
carefully placed 18 flowers around the border, to
convey the Jewish blessing of life.
Running along the outside of the border is tiny
Hebrew lettering, part of a Jewish tradition called
micrography, which Patty integrates into many of her
ketubot. The minute calligraphy in Allison’s ketubah is
from the Biblical Song of Songs.
“The contrasting size adds an extra element of interest,” Patty said. For the gilded names and flower centers,
she applied gold leaf over Instacoll, a polymer alternative
to traditional gesso.

LIMITED EDITION KETUBOT
For 20 years Patty specialized in designing original
ketubot, with clients all over the country. The second
phase of Patty’s ketubah business started 10 years ago
when she designed a ketubah that a commercial printer
then reproduced. She has since designed a number of
limited-edition ketubah prints, and sells them on
ketubah websites, through Judaica vendors and on her
own website, www.pattyleve.com.
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The cover and inside of the bat mitzvah
invitation for Patty’s daughter Allison.
Below: cover art Patty created for a
client’s bar mitzvah invitation.

“Designing a ketubah is always a challenge and a tremendous endeavor—people can’t imagine the number
of hours I put into each one,” Patty said. She sells her
printed borders with and without ketubah text inside.
Those containing text have blank spaces to be filled in
with information pertinent to the wedding, such as
names, date and place.
Most of the time a purchaser asks Patty to fill in this
information so that the writing matches perfectly with
the printed text. She is sometimes hired to personalize
other artists’ ketubot.
She also sells prints of just her borders, into which
she lays out and hand letters individualized text.
“By offering prints, I can make a beautiful ketubah
available to many more couples” and allow them to customize the wording of their ketubah without the
expense of commissioning the artwork from scratch.
“I love working with people who are getting married
—it’s a very exciting time of life for them,” Patty said.
“I also love doing Hebrew calligraphy because it connects me artistically to what is most important to me
spiritually. I feel blessed to have found a way to earn a
living doing something I love.”


See more of Patty’s work at www.pattyleve.com
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Patty has created a number of limited edition ketubah prints that are
sold on ketubah websites, through Judaica vendors and on her own
website, www.pattyleve.com. She can then fill in the required information so that the lettering matches perfectly with the printed text.
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