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Glossary

abjad

ajza’
al-tamgha
asba“

ash ‘ar

aspect
celi
colophon

daqiq
display script

divani

ghubar
gulzar
hand
hibr
hijazi
hilya

hizb

icdza

XX

term derived from the first four letters of Arabic script (alif, ba’, jim, and dal) in their
traditional order and used to designate either (1) a type of writing system that
denotes only consonants (Arabic is the most widespread of these systems), or (2) the
alphanumeric system of numbering in which the letters correspond to numerical
values; alif, for example, is equivalent to one, ba’ to two, etc.

plural of juz’

royal seal, used in the Mongol period in Iran

plural of sub*

literally, hairs or hair-strokes; used for a type of script used in the Mamluk period
that is (1) duthned in thin hair-like strokes of a different color and/or (2} a variant of
large muhaqgqaq but with shorter and deeper descenders

overall appearance of a hand

Turkish form of the Arabic jali

inscription at the end of a written work containing some or all of the following infor-
mation: name of the work, author, scribe, date, and place of writing

fine or small, the opposite of jalil

script or style of script used to differentiate parts of a text, such as headings or chap-
ters

literally, belonging to the imperial chancery; the type of hanging, unvocalized script
developed from ta 7ig by scribes in the Ottoman chancery and used for official doc-
uments; the developed form with vocalization, reading signs, and decoration is
called jali divani (Turkish celi divani)

literally, dust; either (1) a tiny round script used in later periods in both Iran and the
Arab world, or (2) a tiny variant of any of the Six Pens popular in Iran

literally, rose garden or full of flowers; a decorative script used in Iran in later cen-
turies in which the individual letters, usually written in nastaTiqg, are decorated
with or composed of flowers

individual’s execution of a particular script or style

brown ink

literally, from the Hejaz, the coastal region of north-west Arabia where both Mecca
and Medina lie; a name applied to the angular script used in some early manuscripts
of the Koran

literally, adornment; term used for a description of the Prophet Muhammad and for
a particular kind of arrangement containing this text

section [of the Koran], one-sixtieth of the text

Turkish form of the Arabic ijaza



ijaza
istif
jali

jalil

jung
juz’

kalip
katib
khattat
kiafi/kufic
lawh
levha
In’lu’i

—~ a0

ma’il
masahif

mashaf
mashq

mastar(a)

midad
mise-en-page
mufrada

miifredat

muhakkak
muhaqgqaq

muhmala

GLOSSARY

license, particularly the license granted by a master calligrapher to his pupil showing
that he had mastered the scripts; the Turkish form is icdza

pl. istiflar; literally, arrangement; Turkish term for a large calligraphic composition,
often with superimposed or interlaced letters

literally, clear, plain, evident and applied literally as in jali divani or metaphorically
to a large and bold variety of one of the Six Pens, especially muhagqgaq or thuluth,;
the Turkish form is celi

large, the opposite of dagiq

literally, ship; the Persian term for album

pl. ajzd’; section [of the Koran|, usually one-thirtieth of the text. The text is divided
this way in order to finish a complete reading during the thirty days of the sacred
month of Ramadan

Turkish form of galib

scribe

calligrapher

literally, from Kufa, a garrison city in southern Iraq founded in 638 ¢k and one of the
intellectual centers in early Islamic times; a general term used to refer to the angular
scripts used for early copies of the Koran

writing tablet or board, still used in Africa by students learning to write the Koranic
text

pl. levhalar; Turkish for signboard and the term used for a panel, typically inscribed
in large thuluth, suitable for framing and hanging on the wall

literally, pearly; a small and compact type of thuluth with shorter vertical and flat
strokes used in the Mamluk period

literally, leaning; a misnomer mistakenly applied to the angular script used in some
early manuscripts of the Koran

(1) codices [of the Koran]|, the plural of mashaf; (2) the name used by the Mamluk
chronicler al-Tayyibi for a script resembling medium-sized muhaqqaq (khafif al-
muhaqqaq)

also mushaf; pl. masahif; codex, commonly used for a manuscript of the Koran
from the verb mashagqa, to extend or elongate; elongation, particularly of the form
of an individual letter like kaf; also for a rough copy or for the exemplar that is tran-
scribed by the master and copied by his student

also mistara, a set of strings stretched over a pasteboard frame; rubbing the paper
over a mastar creates indentations or raised lines which provide a baseline for the
calligrapher to transcribe his text

black ink

layout of a page

a calligraphic exercise in which the letters of the Arabic alphabet are written in
sequence as an exemplar

Turkish form of mufrada

Turkish form of the Arabic muhaqqaq

literally, exact either (1) having the individual letters executed perfectly; in this
sense the opposite of mutlaq; or (2) one of the scripts known as the Six Pens, char-
acterized by stately proportions and elegance, the Koranic script par excellence in
the later periods

unpointed (literally, loose or free) letters like ha’, sad and ‘ayn that are often written
with the smaller form of the letter beneath them to distinguish them from pointed
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munshi

muqabala
murakkabat

muragqga“
murattaba

miirekkebat
musalsal

muselsel
muthanna

mutlaq
naqqash
naskh

nasta Tig

nesih
papyrus
parchment
protocol

qalam
galib

git‘a
raba
rayhdn
rika“

xxii

{mu jama, literally, bolted or fastened) letters, other homographs, or versions of the
same form, that have diacritical marks, such as kha’/jim, dad, or ghayn
correspondence secretary or chancery scribe who was in charge of official letters and
correspondence (insha’)

proofreading or collation, comparison of the text against the original

literally, compounds or assemblages; calligraphic exercises with words or phrases,
often poems or sayings from the Prophet; the second stage of the traditional Ottoman
system of calligraphic training, these exercises are often appended at the end of the
alphabetic exercises (mufradal)

literally, patchwork; Arabic term for album, often one with calligraphic specimens
and paintings

literally, wet; figurally rounded or plump; used for scripts such as thuluth; the oppo-
site of yabis

Turkish for murakkabat

literally, chained or interlocked; an intertwined script in which all the letters are
interlocked and the alif-lam combination resembles links in a chain. It was often
used in the Mamluk and Ottoman times, particularly for architectural compositions
and frontispieces

Turkish form of the Arabic musalsal

literally, doubled; term used for mirror writing in which the left half of the compo-
sition repeats in mirror reverse what is written on the right

literally unyestrained, i.e., allowing letters to be assimilated and interlaced; the
opposition of muhagqqaq

literally, painter or artist; figuratively designer; used in the Iranian lands since the
fourteenth century for a calligrapher who designed inscriptions

literally, copying, transcription; the most common script of the Six Pens, used for
regular transcription

from the Persian naskh-i ta Tiq (literally, hanging or suspended naskh), a curvilinear
and sloping script that developed from naskh beginning in the thirteenth century to
become the premier script for transcribing Persian and Turkish verses and poetic
manuscripts in later times; it was rarely used for Arabic; in Turkey it was called
ta Tik

Turkish form of the Arabic naskh

a writing support made from fresh-water reeds

a writing support made from the skin of various animals; known in Arabic as raqq,
rigq or jild

the heading written on an extra, heavier sheet attached to the beginning of a roll of
papyrus

reed pen, the standard writing implement in the Islamic lands

pricked drawing used in later times for producing large-scale calligraphy and inscrip-
tions; the Turkish form is kalip

from the Arabic gata q, to cut or cut up; either (1) generally, a calligraphic exercise
or specimen, or (2) more specifically, one that is cut out from another sheet

term used to designate a multi-volume manuscript of the Koran (pl. rab Gt) or the
container or box in which it is held

literally, sweet basil; one of the six scripts codified by Yaqut, it was usually consid-
ered the minuscule counterpart of the majuscule muhagqaq

Turkish form of riga“



rigd®
safina
script
sefina
sub*

stiliis
ta lik

taliq

tams
taqlid

tarwis
tash‘ira
tawki*
tawqi®

thuluth

tughra
tumdadr

wagqf

waqfiyya
warraq
warrdq
yabis

zammaka

GLOSSARY

literally, pieces of writing material; a curvilinear script that was one of the Six Pens;
it was often considered the smaller counterpart of tawqi®

literally, a boat; metaphorically a small book stitched together at the narrow end,
used also for the format of Ottoman documents written in celi divani, in which the
writing is set in ship-shaped cartouches; the Turkish form is sefina

system or style of writing

Turkish form of the Arabic safina

pl. asbas literally, a seventh, a section of a Koran manuscript designed to be read in
one week

Turkish form of the Arabic thuluth

Turkish form of the term ta 7ig (meaning suspended), but used under the Ottomans
for the script known in Iran and elsewhere as nasta 1iq

literally, hanging or suspended, (1) a script developed in Iran by the thirteenth
century and used for documents; it is characterized by numerous ligatures between
letters; it was sometimes known as ta 7ig-i gadim (old ta 7iq) or ta 1iq-i asl (original
ta liq) to differentiate it from regular or broken (shikasta) ta 7ig; when this script was
adopted in Anatolia, Ottoman calligraphers developed their own style known as
divani; (2) a misnomer adopted in Ottoman times for the hanging script known in
Iran and elsewhere as nasta 1liq

literally, effacement; filling in or blackening the loops of the letters

copying; used to refer to the classical system used to train calligraphers in Ottoman
times, in which a student learned by copying the works of a master

the serif or hook at the beginning of a stroke

hairlines used to connect regularly unconnected letters in tawgi

Turkish form of the Arabic tawqi®

also known in the plural tawqi Gt or tawagqi; literally, signature; one of the Six Pens,
this curvilinear script is marked by its connection of regularly unconnected letters;
its smaller counterpart is riga“

literally, one-third, one of the Six Pens, typically marked by large size and rounded
endings and regularly used for architectural inscriptions. The Turkish form is called
stiliis

heading; the personal emblem of a sultan

literally, scroll; either (1) the largest of all the scripts; although usually considered a
rectilinear script, it could be written according to the rules of either muhagqgaq or
the curvilinear thuluth or (2) a larger variant of any of the Six Pens; in this sense, the
opposite of ghubar

pious endowment; many fine manuscripts were made for and/or given to charitable
foundations as a pious endowment

the notice of a pious endowment, giving a terminus ad quem for a manuscript

leaf or page

copyist or bookseller

literally, dry; figuratively sharp-edged, used to refer to scripts such as muhaqqag; the
opposite of murattaba

to outline the letters of one script in another color; the noun is tazmik
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Preface

This book is both an introduction to and a survey of Islamic calligraphy. What does this title mean?
The English calligraphy derives via European languages from the Greek kallos (beauty) and grafos
(writing, writer).! The Oxford English Dictionary gives two definitions for the English noun, both
in use since the seventeenth century: (1) beautiful or fair writing as a product; also, elegant pen-
manship as an art or profession; and (2) handwriting, penmanship generally; style of handwriting or
written characters; a person’s characteristic handwriting or ‘hand.”? The former is attested slightly
earlier, in the third edition of an alphabetic table published in 1613, followed soon by the latter, in
Milton’s Colasterion, published in 1645. Webster’s Third International Dictionary repeats the same
definitions in the same historical order: (1) fair or elegant writing or penmanship; the art or profes-
sion of producing fair or elegant writing; and (2) handwriting, penmanship.? The former definition is
thus narrower, implying an aesthetic quality not inherent in the latter.

In its broadest sense, calligraphy is roughly equivalent to the Arabic noun khatt, defined in Edward
Lane’s Arabic-English Lexicon as line, streak, or stripe; track, path or road; and writing and the like.*
The Arabic khatt was traditionally bound with the notion of trace. Pre-Islamic poets such as Imru’l-
Qays and Labid use the noun khatt to refer to the traces in the sand left by abandoned campsites,
standard tropes in their gasidas, or odes, notably the ones in the collection known as the
Mu‘allagat.® Medieval Muslims were well aware of this imagery. They commissioned splendid
manuscripts of such pre-Islamic verses from famous calligraphers like Ibn al-Bawwab (Figure s.11).
Ibn Faris (d. 1oo1), the medieval lexicographer who produced the most in-depth study of Arabic roots,
defined khatt as the extended trace of a thing (athar sha’y yamtaddu imtidadan).® This feeling of
looking back or nostalgia for the past still reverberates in Arabic calligraphy today, which is often
seen as the evocation of tradition.

The Arabic noun khatt also contains the idea of writing. Lane’s immediate authority for his
definition was Taj al-Arus, the huge dictionary compiled in eighteenth-century Cairo by
Muhammad Murtada al-Zabidi, himself a calligrapher.” Lane added a gloss in brackets on the last
meaning as handwriting, character; or particular form of letters. These various meanings of the word
khatt are current in modern standard Arabic as well: Weht’s Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic,
for example, defines khatt as line and stroke, stripe as well as handwriting; writing, script; calligra-
phy, penmanship.® The meaning of khatt as writing is common, and the second edition of the
Encyclopaedia of Islam devotes a long article to khatt as writing.” The narrower definition of cal-
ligraphy, with its implicit assumption of a script’s aesthetic qualities, is conveyed in Arabic by
phrases such as al-khatt al-badi®or al-khatt al-jamil (beautiful writing).!0

This book follows the more restricted definition of calligraphy, that is, script that the writer intended
to impact the viewer aesthetically, writing that not only conveys information by its semantic content
but also speaks through its formal appearance.!! To make a linguistic analogy, calligraphy is to writing
as fusha (literary Arabic) is to plain speech. Calligraphy is thus the opposite of cacography.'>
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The narrower definition, in turn, helps to frame the contents of the book. It excludes, for example,
the grocery list. Usually handwritten, it conveys information and must necessarily be readable, but
the items on it are hazardly penned, often by different hands with different implements, in no useful
order.!® This definition also excludes many graffiti, in which the desire to record some presence or
event supersedes the form in which it is written. Similarly, following this more restricted definition
of calligraphy, I exclude many but not all of the papyri that survive from early Islamic times. These
documents have been ably studied by Geoffrey Khan,!* who drew the distinction between the ideal
or standard forms of the letters — the ones that scribes intended to write, and their actual realization
— the ones they did write. Following terms developed by Noam Chomsky for literary theory, Khan
separated script competence, the ideal forms as realized by a scribe’s careful execution, from script
performance, the actual result of a scribe’s writing.!5 Most of the papyri, especially private and com-
mercial correspondence and accounts, were not carefully and consistently executed according to a
specific standard (muhaqgqgaq) but used a poorly executed unofficial script which was current for
popular purposes (mutlaq). In other words, they are written in a rough script in which the need to
convey information supersedes the form in which it is given. By contrast, the letters that I have
included, such as one on papyrus from the chancery of Qurra ibn Sharik to the sovereign of Asuh,
¢. 710 (Figure 3.1), are carefully and consistently executed and come closest to the ideal forms. They
fall at the higher end on the scale of execution.

Following the same line of reasoning, I have included several examples of documents from later
periods, ranging from a twelfth-century pilgrimage scroll (Figure 6.12) to letters and decrees issued
by the major Islamic dynasties, including the Fatimids (Figure 6.7), Ilkhanids (Figure 7.13),
Aqqoyunlu (Figure 7.14), Mamluks (Figure 8.11), Tughlugs (Figure 9.7), Nasrids (Figure 9.11), Jafavids
(Figure 10.11), Ottomans (Figures 11.16 and 11.17), Mughals (Figure 12.8), and sultans of Acheh
(Figure 12.10). I chose these examples because their calligraphic form, as well as their materials and
decoration, were meant to impress the receiver visually, just as their lofty prose was intended to do
so aurally. These letters are written in a formal script, just as the language used in them represents
official rhetoric as opposed to colloquial speech. They are thus calligraphy or fine writing.

But what of the first word in the title, Islamic? It is the adjectival form of Islam, literally in Arabic,
submission (to God). Islam as a noun referring to the faith professed by Muslims is a relative neolo-
gism. The term occurs only six times in the Koran, in which the more common word was simply al-
din (the faith), but it has been adopted in modern times to designate the religion that God revealed
to the Prophet Muhammad in seventh-century Arabia.l® The adjective Islamic refers specifically to
matters related to that religion, but it has often assumed a broader connotation of matters related to
the culture or civilization in which Islam was the prominent religion.

The renowned historian Marshall Hodgson tried to underscore this important distinction between
the religion of Islam and the overall society and culture associated historically with that religion.!”
He coined the terms ‘Islamdom’ for the society in which Muslims and their faith in one way or other
are recognized as prevalent and socially dominant and ‘Islamicate’ for the culture centered on a let-
tered tradition that has been historically distinctive of Islamdom, the society. His terminology,
however, was somewhat unwieldly and has not been generally accepted. But his point is an essen-
tial one.

Here, I use Islamic in Hodgson’s sense of Islamicate, meaning related to the culture that devel-
oped in the lands in which Islam has been a major presence over the last fourteen hundred years.
Many of the calligraphic specimens illustrated in this book relate specifically to the faith. Indeed,
folios from Koran manuscripts form the vast majority of the illustrations. But these are not the only
ones. In addition to official documents, there are examples from literature, especially poetry (e.g.,
Figures §5.10 and 7.15). There is even a cookbook (Figure 9.10).

One can question the suitability of such a broad rubric as ‘Islamic calligraphy,” asking whether
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any communality exists in the various scripts used during the past fourteen hundred years over one
quarter of the globe. Hodgson already f:alled at‘Fention to the inadequacy of the term ‘Islamic world’
as projecting the image of a single, unified entity, when no such thing has ever existed historically.
Similarly, he rejected the term ‘Muslim lands’ as underrating the collective aspect of this society.
Hence, he coined Islamdom, meaning not an area but a complex of social relations, to be sure one
that is defined more or less territorially.

Art historians are now taking up some of Hodgson’s objections and questioning the very idea of
an ‘Islamic art.”!® That term was created by Western art historians at the end of the nineteenth
century, partly as a by-product of European interest in delineating the history of religion. It came
into favor only in the twentieth century when Westerners began to look back to a golden age of
Islamic culture they believed had flourished in the eighth and ninth centuries and to project it sim-
plistically onto the kaleidoscopic modern world. The term privileges the lands where Islam first
spread in the seventh and eighth centuries, the so-called ‘Rug Belt’ that stretches from North Africa
to Central Asia. It often excludes arcas to which Islam spread in later centuries, notably India,
Indonesia, and central Africa, although these are precisely the areas with the largest Muslim popu-
lations today. In addition, the term often excludes the diaspora community, although the Muslim
populations in Europe and America are expanding rapidly. Islamic art is, in short, a poor name for an
ill-defined subject and one that works better for the early period than the later.

Such criticism cannot be leveled so easily at the term Islamic calligraphy, for writing is one of the
most important threads that runs through Islamic civilization. Hodgson already noted the lettered
tradition central to this culture that is historically distinctive of Islamdom, the society. The major
script used in the Islamic lands was devised for writing Arabic. As Arabic was the language in which
Muhammad received the revelation from God, the script used for writing the sacred word was
adopted for many other languages spoken in the lands where Islam flourished. These other languages
include not only Persian (e.g., Figures 6.1, 6.14, 7.6, 7.10, 10.10}, Chaghatay (Figure 9.2) and Ottoman
Turkish (Figures 11.1, 11.5, 11.16}, Urdu (Figure 12.3), Malay (Figure 12.10), and Kanembu (Figure
12.15), all illustrated in this book, but also others such as Kurdish, Pashto, Kashmiri, and Sindhi,
which are not. After the Roman system, Arabic script is the most used segmental script in the
world.!? Extra dots and strokes are added to indicate the sounds in these other languages that are not
represented in Arabic, but the basic form of the letters remain the same (see Chapter 1 for a descrip-
tion of Arabic script). Thus, this book might have been titled ‘Arabic calligraphy,” meaning calligra-
phy written in Arabic script, but such a title threatens to confuse script with language, and hence I
have opted for Islamic calligraphy, meaning by that calligraphy written in Arabic script.

I write this survey of Islamic calligraphy as an outsider. I was not raised writing Arabic script, nor
have I trained as a calligrapher. I am not a Muslim. Rather, as a Canadian-born, American-educated
art historian, I approach this subject, as many readers will, from the outside. I first encountered
Arabic calligraphy as a graduate student at Harvard University in the early 1970s. During my second
year there, I took a seminar on the subject with Annemarie Schimmel, the noted authority on
Islamic mysticism and herself the author of several erudite studies of Islamic calligraphy, ranging
from a manual to a survey of its social aspects.2° For her seminar, I chose to write about the callig-
raphy in a superb copy of the Shahnama made for the Mongols (Figure 7.6), a manuscript that I just
happened to be studying in another seminar with Oleg Grabar. I convinced not only these two pro-
fessors, but also Wheeler Thackston, with whom I was studying Persian poetry, that the calligraphy
in this manuscript would make an appropriate topic for the required research paper in each of their
courses. By doing so, I was able to concentrate my research and came up with some quite startling
findings, some of which became the basis of my first book, co-authored with Professor Grabar.2!

That research convinced me of the primacy of the written word in Islamic art, a subject often
slighted by art historians, who traditionally favor the picture. Yet, the dot formed by pressing the
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nib of the pen to paper and the ruling of the page determine the layout of most book illustrations,
and the direction of writing determines the direction of looking at works of art, for both book illus-
trations and other objects of Islamic art need to be ‘read’ from right to left.?> A seminar on Persian
paleography given by Wheeler Thackston under the auspices of the Medieval Academy of America
during the summer of 1982 confirmed my interest in Arabic script. The subject has intrigued me
ever since, and many readers may know that [ have written on various aspects of it from the view-
point of a historian of Islamic art. But preciscly as a result of this, I fully realize that [ miss much of
the passion and fervor that calligraphy evokes in both the practitioner and the believer. Readers
interested in the subject from these vantage points should look elsewhere, and several examples of
practical manuals and handbooks written by present-day practitioners are discussed in the final
chapter here on modern calligraphy.

There are other viewpoints as well. The noted Iranian philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr, for
example, approaches the subject of Islamic calligraphy as a Sufi or mystic.?® For him, all Islamic art
embodies a spiritual message, inspiring the remembrance and contemplation of God. Citing a range
of writers and philosphers, mainly Persian, he maintains that calligraphy is the visual embodiment
of the crystallization of the spiritual realities (al-haqa’iq) contained in the Islamic revelation. He is
interested in universalities rather than mundane chronologies and historical developments. One
cannot object to his claim that calligraphy — especially the fine hands used to pen Koran manuscripts
— creates awe and emotion in the believer, but his connection to actual examples and objects is
tenuous.? His essay, then, evokes the overarching spiritual message of Islamic calligraphy, particu-
larly Koranic verses, but does not help the reader understand its developments over time.

Similar reservations pertain to the recent study of writing by the French-born American-trained
art historian Oleg Grabar, who began his 1989 Mellon lectures on The Mediation of Ornament with
one on ‘The Intermediary of Writing.”2 Writing, for him, is a form - to judge from its primary posi-
tion in his book, the most important form — of ornament, that aspect of decoration that appears to
have no other purpose but to enhance its carrier. Like Nasr, Grabar’s perspective is transcendent,
rather than specific, and he draws his examples from a wide range of cultures, ranging from early
Chinese bronzes to the Book of Kells. Intensely provocative, he consistently throws out questions,
many of them unanswerable but stimulating in causing the reader to ponder. His purpose was not
to produce a history of Islamic calligraphy, but rather to put forward theoretical reflections on its
function. In short, it is an armchair think-piece, not a practical guide.

My purpose, though similarly art historical, is somewhat different here: to apply some of the
methodologies developed in the study of Western art history to delineate the development of Arabic
writing over the last fourteen centuries and to put it in global perspective. Such work can be done,
in part, because of the long tradition of collecting and writing about Islamic calligraphy. Treatises on
Islamic calligraphy and calligraphers survive from medieval times onwards, and several of these,
ranging from the brief entries by the tenth-century encyclopedist ‘al-Nadim to the full-length trea-
tises by the Safavid chronicler Qadi Ahmad and the Ottoman Mustafa ‘Ali, have been edited and
sometimes translated.?® In accordance with the prosopography standard in the Islamic lands, much
of the information in these works is biographical.”” Modern scholars, beginning with the monograph
by Clément Huart, in turn have produced biographical compendia on individual calligraphers.?® This
sort of study is still popular among contemporary authors, both in the Islamic lands and in the West.

Another tack used to study the history of Islamic calligraphy has been to collect surviving
works signed by famous calligraphers, and many ‘studies’ of Islamic calligraphy are catalogues with
short essays accompanying many beautiful illustrations of individual examples. One of the first was
Salah al-Din Munajjid’s collection of pre-eleventh-century specimens available on microfilm at the
Institute of Manuscripts in Cairo.®® The recent publication by M. Ugur Derman under the aus-
pices of IRCICA is a far handsomer example of the same type.3! Other publications were linked to
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A

Figure P.x Drawing of a word penned by the master Persian calligrapher Tawhidi Tabari (left) and its copy
by his student Vlad Atanasiu (right).

This drawing illustrates the difference between work by a master calligrapher and a more pedestrian copy by
his student. The master penned the word as a single continuous curve solidly anchored on the imaginary line
AC, whereas his student’s copy is broken into segments divided at point B. The master uses more circular
movements, emphasizing the greater curve in the first half and changing the thickness of the stroke, features
that add liveliness to his hand. His student’s copy is flatter, looser, and duller.

exhibitions. Martin Lings and Yasin Safadi’s catalogue of the Koran manuscripts exhibited at the
British Library as part of the Festival of Islam held in London in 1976 was a milestone in this regard:
it comprised short descriptions of the 164 manuscripts in the exhibition, alongside many illustra-
tions, including twenty-four color plates.?? Lings’ companion volume contains 114 larger plates, all
in color, that allow the reader to savor the glories of Koranic calligraphy and decoration visually.33
Safadi’s slightly later survey of Islamic calligraphy incorporates more examples drawn from a wider
repertory, including works in many media.®* In general, these are picture books, in which the impor-
tance of the image supersedes the analysis of it.

These catalogues do not represent a new tradition: collectors and connoisseurs have been col-
lecting albums of calligraphic specimens for many centuries. Some of the oldest of these albums,
known in Arabic and Persian as muraqqa“ (patchwork), survive in the Topkap: Palace in Istanbul;
they show that collecting calligraphic specimens was already popular in Iran by the fifteenth
century.?® The tradition continued, particularly in the eastern Islamic lands, and became more spe-
cialized, with some albums devoted to the work of a single calligrapher. In the so-called St Petersburg
Album, for example, 121 of the 122 remaining folios contain exercises penned by Mir ‘Imad, the six-
teenth-century master of the sloping script known as nasta 7ig, making it by far the richest reposi-
tory of his style.3¢ '

Only in recent times have scholars begun to analyze Islamic calligraphy within a historical
context, trying to identify the salient characteristics of individual styles. The best studies address the
calligraphy of a particular place in a particular period, as, for example, Adolf Grohmann’s two-volume
study of paleography from early Islamic times or Priscilla Soucek’s essays on Persian calligraphy in
the Timurid and Safavid periods.?” What I have tried to do here is to put these separate studies and
my own work together in a coherent narrative that also sketches development and change.

I am also looking to use criteria such as balance, line, modulation, and repetition to distinguish
fine Islamic calligraphy from ordinary writing. These qualities are not so different from those that
distinguish all calligraphy. Legibility, rhythm, consistency, and style are the four features mentioned
as benchmarks of world-class handwriting, according to the director of the 2004 World Handwriting
Contest.? Nevertheless, the exigencies of Arabic script exert certain parameters. Arabic is written,
for example, using multiple penstrokes per word and has the possiblity of expansion between letters.
Firm contour, flowing line, and tension are therefore qualities specially prized in writing Arabic.
Compare, for example, the same word penned by a master calligrapher with the softer and flatter
copy done by his student (Figure P.1].%° Furthermore, since Arabic is written from right to left and
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since Muslims traditionally use their right hands for writing (Figure 1.1) as well as most other activ-
ities, writing is more a push (rather than a pull) activity.*® One of the few exceptions is the tail on
final ya’, which can be drawn backward to the right, and calligraphers were quick to exploit the
potential of this sweeping stroke. Already in early Islamic times, calligraphers penning kufic script
exploited this device to space out their texts (see Figures 3.2b, 3.7, etc.). By the age of empires, they
had developed the returning tail of final ya’into a long line that could divide the text into two (Figure
10.2) or even three (Figure 12.4a) tiers. Hence, to help the reader understand some of these parame-
ters, this book opens with a preliminary section laying out the importance and principles of writing
Arabic script and discussing the main materials used for calligraphy in the Islamic lands.

The bulk of the book is organized primarily along historical lines, divided into five periods arranged
according to the framework developed by Hodgson in his magisterial survey of Islamic history.*! Part
IT discusses Arabic script in early times, basically up to the year goo ck. There are very few dated
manuscripts made before the ninth century, so the discussion begins with dated examples in other
media - notably inscriptions, coins, and papyri - before turning to an examination of early Koran man-
uscripts and the various methods of, and difficulties in, dating them. Part III covers the early middle
period, essentially the years 9oo to 1250 Ce, when papyrus and parchment were gradually supplanted
by the new material of paper, the writing support that soon became ubiquitous. Along with, and prob-
ably because of, this new support, a new rounded script came to the fore.

For most of these first six centuries of Islamic civilization, it is possible to speak only of an Arabic
calligraphy used over a vast region, for we are still struggling to distinguish regional variants. By the
end of this period, however, we can identify a distinctive maghribi script used in Spain and North
Africa, the lands knownijn Arabic as the Maghrib (west). This development marks a watershed, and
in the later periods, distinctive regional styles develop in calligraphy, as in many other arts. In con-
trast to Parts IT and III, then, Parts IV and V are organized along geographical lines.

Part IV discusses the emergence of regional styles in the later middle period (1250 to 1500 CE).
These include the six round scripts known as the Six Pens and the hanging styles developed in Iran
and adjacent lands as well as the rectilinear and curvilinear scripts popular in the Mamluk domains.
A third chapter in this section covers the calligraphy from other regions to which Islam had spread,
namely Anatolia, India, and the Maghrib.

In the following centuries much of Islamdom was carved up into empires. The most important
from the standpoint of calligraphy — though not of politics or economics ~ were the Safavids and
Qajars in Iran and the Ottomans around the Mediterranean. A discussion of the calligraphic tradi-
tions in these two areas is followed in Part V, as it was in the previous section, by a chapter on the
calligraphic traditions in other areas. These outlying regions include India, both the subcontinent
and the littoral around the Indian Ocean, and Africa, both North and sub-Saharan. The discussion is
arranged in this order because the styles evolved from one region to the next.

The final part, VI, deals with calligraphy in the twentieth century and the very beginning of the
twenty-first. In many ways, this section was the most difficult to write. It was also the most fun. It
encompasses a huge geographic range, as it includes works produced not only in the traditional
heartlands of Islam and the areas to which the faith spread, but also calligraphy produced by Muslims
elsewhere, notably in Europe and America. In this later period there are simply many more practi-
tioners and many more examples from which to choose. The calligraphers work in a variety of styles
and modes, a spectrum ranging from the refinement of traditional scripts to newer and more inven-
tive examples, some of which are not meant to be read at all. There is also less consensus about
the aesthetic merits of many of these works. Everyone admires the work of the tenth-century cal-
ligrapher Ibn al-Bawwab, but the verdict is not in about his modern equivalent(s). The Jordanian
artist and critic Wijdan Ali writes scathingly about the poor quality of much modern work, which,
in her view, is exploited to cater to religious sensibilities and popular taste and driven by a desire for
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material gain through commercialization.*? I have therefore organized this chapter on modern cal-
ligraphy differently than the historical ones, choosing instead the faultline of traditional approaches
and newer ones, including the application of calligraphy to different media ranging from typography
and computer graphics to painting and sculpture.

The chronological and regional organization I have followed in this book is not written in stone.
Not every illustration is later than the one that precedes it, but readers can get an overall feel for the
evolution of Arabic script simply by flipping through the pictures. Those at the beginning of the book
are generally earlier. Many readers will also note, no doubt, that material from Persia often precedes
that from the Arabic or Turkish lands. Thus, calligraphy done under the Ilkhanids and the Timurids
(Chapter 7) precedes that by the Mamluks (Chapter 8), and likewise the Safavids and Qajars (Chapter
10) come before the Ottomans (Chapter 11). This was a deliberate choice made for many reasons. In
large part, it is a value judgment, as, in my view, calligraphers in the eastern Islamic lands were often
— though certainly not always — more innovative than their counterparts elsewhere. Thus, the styles
known as the Six Pens practiced by Yaqut in Baghdad (Chapter 7) emerged in Iran earlier than in the
Mamluk domains (Chapter 8). Persian calligraphers developed the hanging scripts for writing Persian
(Chapter 7), and these were then taken up in the Ottoman lands (Chapter t1).

In small part, the order of the chapters is due to the accessibility of the material. I have tried to
draw my examples from a range of museums and archives, but I have given preference to those exam-
ples that I have been able to examine first-hand. The major repository of Arabic manuscripts, the
Dar al-Kutub, or National Library, in Cairo, has been undergoing difficulties for many years, and I
have rarely succeeded in penetrating its walls, and then only briefly. Similarly, the library at the
Topkap: Palace has reopened only recently after several years of much needed expansion and reor-
ganization. Iran was closed to Americans for twenty-five years following the Iranian Revolution, but
once I got back, the doors to most museums and libraries were wide open. The publication of the
material there, however, lags.

Readers will also note that the discussion is mainly taxonomic. In other words, I am trying to pin-
point the salient characteristics that distinguish one style or script from another. In many cases, par-
ticularly for the earlier periods, I have avoided adding names or labels to these scripts, other than
strictly visual ones, for I feel strongly that such labeling is premature. Written sources give a plethora
of names for various scripts. The tenth-century chronicler Ibn al-Nadim, one of our earliest sources
for the history and development of Arabic script, lists some sixteen scripts used to transcribe the
Koran in the early period.*® Some names are geographical (e.g., from Mecca, Medina), others descrip-
tive (muthallath, ‘tripled’ or ‘three-fold;” mudawwar, ‘rounded;’ and mashq, ‘model’), and some are
incomprehensible and of unclear vocalization (munabadh). Unfortunately for our purposes, these
same sources do not illustrate what they are talking about and rarely, if ever, give a specific descrip-
tion of what distinguishes one script from another. The first surviving source that gives both names
and examples of the individual scripts dates only from the very beginning of the sixteenth century:
al-Tayyibi’s slim volume compiled for the last Mamluk sultan, Qansawh al-Ghawri, in 908/1503 (see
Chapter 8). In other words, for the first two-thirds of the Islamic period — more than nine hundred
years — we have no surviving examples of a script identified by a named sample.

The lack of information given in the sources has resulted in a plethora of terms used today for dif-
ferent scripts. Many are confusing, if not downright contradictory. The layperson — and even the spe-
cialist — might not know that the names eastern kufic, eastern Persian kufic, broken kufic, kufic
naskhi, Carmathian kufic (also spelled Qarmathian, Qarmati or Karmati) and even western kufic,
new style, new ‘Abbasid style, broken cursive, and warragi have all been used to identify the same
script. Furthermore, much of what is written about Arabic calligraphy is very subjective: what one
person calls muhagqaq, another may call rayhan, for authors rarely lay out the criteria they use to
distinguish different scripts. Lacking such a handbook, surveys of Islamic art often underrate and
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underrepresent calligraphy, privileging pictures over words (or, more precisely, pictures of pictures
over pictures of words).

In view of this massive lacuna in the evidence and confusion in the secondary literature, I have
adopted an alternative methodology: to begin not with texts, but with extant examples. Although
most are executed on supple supports as part of codices (see Chapter 2 for a discussion of supports),
a few are written in other media, ranging from coins and mosaics to stucco and stone. These fill out
the record in the early period when dated examples do not exist in manuscript form. They are also
important in the later period when paper was readily available for cartoons and patterns, so that cal-
ligraphers could — and did — design inscriptions that were executed by different craftsmen in other
media. The calligrapher’s work on paper may not have survived, as did the stucco or tile, which was
executed by masons or craftsman but drawn by calligrapher. Such a transformation of the calligra-
pher’s art was made easier with the introduction of graph paper and squaring.**

I have also tried to work from dated, localized, and well-attested specimens. Dated examples form
the framework on which to establish the chronological parameters of a style or technique. For local-
ization, I have relied first on works whose colophons specify where they were produced. Failing such
direct evidence, I have occasionally used the epithet, or nisba, of the scribe. By contrast, I have ignored
the current location of a specimen, as Frangois Déroche has repeatedly shown that manuscripts moved
widely, even in carly Islamic times. One of the earliest Koran manuscripts with a colophon (Figure 5.4)
states that it was made in Madinat Saqilliya, refering to Palermo, yet it ended up in the mosque of
Damascus.*® Of the enormous libraries amassed by the Fatimid caliphs in Cairo, only two manuscripts
have survived: one with single volumes now in Cairo and Calcutta; the other, itself made in Baghdad,
in Rabat, Morocco. Manuscripts or pages now in Kairouan or San‘a were not necessarily made there,
and to assume so, as some scholars have done, is, to my mind, not a sound methodology.

Secure provenance is (,qually important, as imitations and forgeries were already rife in medieval
times. According to the twelfth-century chronicler Yaqut,*” the acclaimed tenth-century calligra-
pher Ibn al-Bawwab himself claimed he had successfully imitated the hand of the ninth-century
master Ibn Muqla. When in charge of the Buyid library in Shiraz, Ibn al-Bawwab had come across
twenty-nine parts of a manuscript penned by the master. They were scattered among other manu-
scripts in the library, but an intensive search failed to bring to light the remaining volume (juz’).
After Ibn al-Bawwab reproached his patron for failing to preserve the precious manuscript, the prince
Baha’ al-dawla instructed the calligrapher to write out the missing part imitating the master’s hand.
Should the prince fail to detect the imitation, he promised to reward the calligrapher with a robe of
honor and one hundred dinars.

Ibn al-Bawwab gives details about how he achieved his goal. Scouring the library, he procured old
paper on which to transcribe the missing juz’. He then illuminated it, giving the gold an antique
appearance, and bound it in one of the original bindings he had removed from an authentic volume.
No wonder that a year later, when the prince recalled the incident and inspected the manuscript, he
was unable to detect the forgery. The incident shows that already in the early tenth century callig-
raphers were expected to make undetectable copies of earlier masters’ hands. Such imitations can
fool the best experts, medieval or modern. Using manuscripts with an established pedigree means
that even if not ultimately authentic, they are, at the least, models of what the masters’ hands were
considered to look like in earlier times.

This survey is, alas, male-dominated, for Islamic calligraphy is traditionally a man’s art. Our ear-
liest reports about female calligraphers are only textual. The theologian and man of letters Ibn Hazm
(994-1064), for example, says that he was taught calligraphy by women.*® His contemporary Ibn
ADbi’l-Fayyad (d. 1066) reports that 170 women were employed copying Koran manuscripts in kufic
script in only one eastern quarter of Cérdoba. They are said to have worked day and night by candle-
light.* We cannot, however, identify any of their work. We are on firmer ground in the eastern
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Islamic lands, and the earliest surviving manuscript calligraphed by a woman that I know is a multi-
volume copy of the Koran transcribed by Zumurrud Khatun bint Mahmud ibn Muhammad ibn
Malikshah and endowed to the shrine at Mashhad in Rabi* I 540/August-September 1145.50

By the age of empires, women were more common as calligraphers as well as patrons and collec-
tors of calligraphy. Families of calligraphers, including wives and daughters, are said to have worked
in Safavid Shiraz, and many Qajar princesses were trained in the art of calligraphy (see Chapter 10).
The same tradition existed at the Mughal court (seec Chapter 12). It was more widespread under the
Ottomans, when women from clerical families like Emine Servet Hanim also became noted callig-
raphers. The youngest daughter of the Shaykh al-Islam, Sayyid Hasan Hayrallah, she married a bath-
house owner but separated from him and went to live in Madina with her grandfather. Childless, she
regarded her nine hilyas (calligraphic compositions describing the Prophet) as her offspring, includ-
ing the one that she penned for her license issued in 1291/1874~5 and certified by the major Ottoman
calligraphers of the day, including the master Qadi-‘askar Mustafa ‘Izzet.5! The balance continues to
evolve today. There are dozens of female calligraphers practicing in Iran,? and artists like Wijdan
‘Ali (Figure 13.1) and Etel Adnan (Figure 13.12) integrate calligraphy into their art.

This handbook, then, is designed to show a general audience, even those who do not read Arabic
or other languages written in the Arabic script, how to recognize and appreciate the different styles
of writing in Arabic script. It is a survey, with examples drawn from all periods and places. I have
tried to speak {or more precisely, write) specifically to the appropriate illustration. When this was
impossible, I have tried to refer the reader to readily accessible places where a particular example is
illustrated. My guideline was to be accessible, not exhaustive.

To be further user friendly in this age of increased specialization, especially in view of the enor-
mous scope of this enterprise, I have tried to simplify the technical apparatus. I use as few foreign
words as possible. Words in the text are generally written without the diacritical marks often spot-
ting scholarly publications. A glossary gives the fully pointed transcribed form of the most impor-
tant terms, as well as a definition, the equivalent in other languages, and other related forms such
as the singular or plural, the nouns formed from verbs, and the like.

Anticipating that my audience will be mainly Western-based {and Western-biased), I have given
century dates using only the Common Era calendar (typically abbreviated as CE) to allow readers to
readily situate these works in the historical past they know best. Most of the calligraphers who
penned these pieces, however, used a different, lunar calendar that was reckoned to date from the
year of the Prophet’s migration from Mecca to Medina in the early seventh century and is commonly
known today as the hegira date (anno hegirae, typically abbreviated as an). To find the equivalent
century in the Muslim lunar calendar, one can estimate by subtracting six. But I have clung to the
specific hegira dates given in signatures or colophons, citing them in the two calendars, following
the normal scholarly practice, first as they were as written in the Muslim form, followed by a slash
and the equivalent date in the Common Era. Thus, the colophon tells us that Sultan-‘Ali Mashhadi
finished transcribing the magnificent copy of Farid al-Din “Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr that he made at
Herat for the Timurid sultan Husayn Bayqara (Figure 7.17) on 1 Jumada I 892. That date is equiva-
lent to 25 April 1487, and hence the two dates are given in the caption as 1 Jumada I 892/25 April
1487. Any particular year in the Muslim calendar often overlaps with two in the Common Era cal-
endar, and therefore the joint dates often end up looking somewhat lopsided. For example, another
colophon tells us that the renowned calligrapher Ibn al-Bawwab copied his Koran manuscript
(Figure 5.8) at Baghdad in 391, a lunar year that ran from 1 December 1000 to 19 November 100T CE.
Following the usual form, this is given in the caption as 391/1000-1.

I'have also simplified place names, using standard modern spellings, such as Mecca and Medina
(not the technically correct Makka and Madina). I have also used historically generalized areas. Thus,
Persia refers not specifically to the territory occupied by modern Iran, but to a broader area that at
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times incorporated parts of present-day Turkey, Afghanistan, and the Central Asian republics.
Similarly, India refers to the subcontinent, not the modern country. Other common words are
equally simplified. Thus, I have opted for the traditional Anglicized spelling Koran, over its hyper-
correct form Qur’an, whlch is typically mispronounced by many. Again, my goal is ready recogm-
tion and accessibility over literalness.

I had tremendous support along the long journey working on this book. Some was financial. An
Independent Research Grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1998-9 allowed
me to begin research and writing, and a year’s fellowship from the Guggenheim Foundation in
19992000 let me continue. Others helped underwrite the publication. I particularly wish to
acknowledge the Millard Meiss Fund of the College Art Association and Shaykh Hussah al-Sabah.

Equally important was the encouragement and support from colleagues. Carole and Robert
Hillenbrand first proposed that I write this book and gently prodded me into finishing it. Wheeler
Thackston not only introduced me to the joys (and horrors) of the Persian and Arabic languages and
scripts, but always responded with alacrity to my cries for help. Many other colleagues patiently
responded to my plaintive requests for information and illustrations. Among them I would particu-
larly like to thank Shirin and Tariq Adhami, Wijdan Ali, Alireza Anisi, S. K. Aruni, Catherine and
Frederick Asher, Julia Bailey, Colin Baker, Ali Banuazizi, Marianne Barrucand, Michael Bates, Jake
Benson, Sheila Canby, Stefano Carboni, Nina Cichocki, Anna Contadini, Frangois Déroche,
Massumeh Farhad, Alain Fouad George, Abdoullah Gouchani, Teresa Fitzherbert, Jaclynne Kerner,
Linda Komaroff, Donald Little, Sophie Makariou, Mary McWilliams, Madad Mollazal, Venetia Porter,
Yves Porter, Francis Richard, David Roxburgh, Irvin Schick, Barbara Schmitz, John Seyller, Marianna
Shreve Simpson, Abolgla Soudavar, Jeff Spurr, Tim Stanley, Parviz Tanavoli, Zeren Tanindi, Luke
Treadwell, Richard Verdery, Jan Just Witkam, Larry Wolff, and Elaine Wr1ght Elissa Quinn, my
research assistant at Boston College, doggedly ﬁlled my requests for obscure odds and ends.

My biggest scholarly debt is to the Boston College Libraries. Adeane Bregman, art librarian at Bapst
Library, steadfastly guided me through the intricacies of the many databases, periodicals, and other
resources available on-line through the library. For a book about hand craftsmanship, this is very
much the product of an electronic age. The interlibrary loan division provided me with unparalleled
access to written materials. At the drop of a hat, from my home computer, I could {and did) command
the world’s bibliographic resources. The office never (or at least rarely) flinched at my demands for
books and articles in what must have seemed obscure publications from all corners of the globe. If
I was not their most prolific user, then I am sure that I asked for (and obtained) publications in a
wider spectrum of unfamiliar languages than most. Edinburgh University Press provided guidance
and support along the long journey. Nicola Ramsey commissioned the book and steadfastly saw it
through to its conclusion years later. Stuart Midgley successfully navigated the bureaucratic shoals
in some twenty countries to procure illustrations from around the world. This book simply would
not look as it does without his calm and perseverence, especially in the face of repeated obstacles.

My deepest emotional debt lies with my family —Jonathan, Felicity and Oliver — who have endured
countless bouts of fatigue, boredom, and gloom when I simply had had enough and wanted to throw
in the towel. They steadfastly trooped around with me to exhibitions and collections and put up with
my absences when I went away. They also helped me win innumerable games of Spider Solitaire as
I tried to while away time while seeming to look busy at the computer. I dedicate this book to them.

Notes

1. Similarly, epigraphy (inscriptions) derives from the Greek ‘to write on.” Generally written on harder mate-
rials such as stone and wood, epigraphy can thus be distinguished from calligraphy, which is written on
supple supports. For these supports, see Chapter 2; for Islamic epigraphy, see my comparable survey, Sheila
S. Blair, Islamic Inscriptions (Edinburgh, 1998).
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The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford, 1971), 1:38. The term appeared in
European languages slightly earlier during the Renaissance; the first citation in French, for example, dates
to 1569; see Vlad Atanasiu, ‘Hypercalligraphie le phénomene calligraphique a 1’époque du sultanat
mamluk’ {Paris, 2003), 83.

Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (Springfield, MA, 1976), 318.

An Arabic—English Lexicon (London and Edinburgh, 1863}, 759-60.

See E. Krenkow, ‘The Use of Writing for the Preservation of Ancient Arabic Poetry,” in Ajabnama: Studies
in Honour of Edward Granville Browne (Cambridge, 1922); A. E. L. Beeston, et al., Arabic Literature to the
End of the Umayyad Period, Cambridge History of Arabic Literature (Cambridge, 1983), 38~114. For evoca-
tive translations of some of these poems into modern versc, see Michael Anthony Sells, Desert Tracings,
Wesleyan Poetry in Translation (Middletown, CT, 1989).

See Atanasiu, ‘Hypercalligraphie,’ 84.

For details of his biography, see Chapter 11.

Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 3rd edn, ed. J. Milton Cowan (Ithaca, NY, 1971},
The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, ed. H. A. R. Gibb and others (Leiden, 1960}, ‘Khatt.’

A similar compound is used in Persian {khushnivisi) and in Turkish (giizel yazisi). The former is attested
alrcady in the treatise on calligraphy, Tuhfat al-muhibbin {The Gift of Friends), written by Abu’l-Da’i
Ya‘qub ibn Shaykh, known as Siraj al-Husayni al-Shirazi c. 1500; see Atanasiu, ‘Hypercalligraphie,’ 83.
By script, I follow the definition given by Michael Gullick in the introduction to his article in Jane Turner
led), The Dictionary of Art (London, 1996}, Script: ‘system or style of writing. Scripts are identifiable, and
their particular features enumerated, as a consistent graphic representation of notations or letters of the
alphabet.” A script is therefore a hypothetical model; it can be distinguished from a hand, what a particu-
lar individual writes. Gullick used the example of italic: ‘Michelangelo and Queen Elizabeth I wrote not
an italic script but very different italic hands.” Gullick makes the further point that all scripts pass through
periods of immaturity, maturity and decline, generally maturing quickly and declining slowly. His article
concerns the history of Western scripts, but the same holds true for the various scripts used in Arabic
calligraphy.

Fdward M. Catich, The Origin of the Serif: Brush Writing and Roman Letters (Davenport, 1A, 1991
[1968]), 15, defined calligraphy as the art of making letters of fine quality by either writing or lettering, and
cacography as its opposite.

I am thinking here of the grocery list that hangs near our kitchen door. All members of the family add to
it when necessary, either because we are running out of a particular item or because we need something
new for a special dish. They write using whatever implement is laying about, be it a crayon, a pencil, or a
pen with black or colored ink. In order to do logical shopping, the items need to be rearranged mentally.
Arabic Papyri: Selected Material from the Khalili Collection (London, 1992); Bills, Letters and Deeds:
Arabic Papyri of the 7th to 11th Centuries, ed. Julian Raby, The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic
Art (London, 1993). Khan noted that the script used on them bears some resemblance to contemporary
monumental styles of writing found in inscriptions, on coins, and in Koran manuscripts.

The distinction is in some ways comparable to Gullick’s script and hand.

On these terms and their meanings, see Encyclopaedia of the Qu’rdn, gen. ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe
(Leiden, 2001), Islam (2:565—71) and Religion (4:395-98).

Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam (Chicago, 1974), esp. 57-60.

See the recent review of the subject by Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan M. Bloom, “The Mirage of Islamic Art:
Reflections on the Study of an Unwieldy Field,” Art Bulletin 85, no. 1 (March 2003): 152-84.

Alan S. Kaye, ‘Adaptations of Arabic Script,” in The World’s Writing Systems, ed. Peter T. Daniels and
William Bright (New York, 1996}, 743~62.

The manual is Islamic Calligraphy, Iconography of Religions XXII, 1 (Leiden, 1970}; the survey of its social
aspects, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture (New York, 1984). Other general works by her on the subject
include ‘Islamic Calligraphy,’ The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 50, no. 1 (Summer 1992);
‘Calligraphy and Epigraphy,’ in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, ed. John L. Esposito
(New York and Oxford, 1995), 1:243-47.

Oleg Grabar and Sheila Blair, Epic Images and Contemporary History: The Illustrations of the Great
Mongol Shah-Nama (Chicago, 1980).

For the role of the dot and ruling in determining layout, see Chahryar Adle, ‘Recherche sur le module et le
tracé correcteur dans la miniature orientale. I. La mise en évidence 2 partir d'un exemple,’ Le Monde
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Iranien et I'lslam 3 (1975): 81-106; for the role of direction in ‘reading’ imagery as on the splendid ivories
from Andalusia, see Sheila S. Blair, ‘What the Inscriptions Tell Us: Text and Message on the Ivories from
al-Andalus,’ Journal of the David Collection 2 (2005), 76.

Seyyed Hossein Nasy, Islamic Art and Spirituality (Albany, 1987).

The so-called ‘eastern kufic’ was not the first script used to write the word of God (as stated in the caption
to the plate on p. 31), nor were Koranic verses routinely used on day-to-day objects (the slip-painted plate
and inlaid brass ewer illustrated on pp. 20 and 22 are inscribed with Arabic aphorisms and superogatory
prayers). Rather, Koranic verses were almost never used on such objects (see Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan
M. Bloom, ‘Qur’dnic Inscriptions in Art and Architecture,’ in Cambridge Companion to the Qur’dn, ed.
Jane McAuliffe [Cambridge, forthcoming]), and many of those, like the luster glass vase that was recently
offered for sale by Sotheby’s on 13 October 2004 (lot 34), are fake. Withdrawn before the sale, it is probably
a late Roman piece that was ‘redecorated’ in modern times.

Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament, A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, 1989 (Princeton, 1992).
Al-Nadim, The Fihrist of al-Nadim: A Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim Culture, ed. and trans. Bayard
Dodge (New York and London, 1970); Calligraphers and Painters: A Treatise by Qadi Ahmad, Son of Mir-
Munshi (Circa AH 1015/AD 1606), intro. by B. N. Zakhoder, trans. V. Minorsky, Occasional Papers
(Washington, DC, 1959); Gulistan-i hunar, ed. Ahmad Suhayli-Khansari (Tehran, 1352/1974); Mustafa ‘Ali
Efendi, Manaqib-i Hunarvaran, ed. Ibniillemin Mahmud Kemal Inal (Istanbul, 1926).

Much of the information about the ulema, or learned class, was written down in the form of biographical
dictionaries, often known as tabaqat (literally, layers or strata, hence classes). They number in the hun-
dreds or thousands. Written already from the ninth century, the early ones focus on religious scholars, but
by the tenth century they include men of letters and bureaucrats. The first major general one was Ibn
Khallikan’s Wafayat al-a ‘ayn, completed in Cairo in 672/1274. For a overview of the genre and its impact
on our knowledge of the ulema, see R. Stephen Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry
{Princeton, 1991), 187-208.

Clément Huart, Les Galligraphistes et miniaturistes {Paris, 1909).

E.g., Mahdi Bayani, Ahval wa athar-i khushnivisan: nastaliq nivisan, 2nd edn (Tehran, 1363/1985);
Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture.

Salah al-din al-Munajjid, al-Kitab al-‘arabi al-makhtut ila’l-qarn al-‘ashir al-hijri (Cairo, 1960).

M. Ugur Derman, The Art of Calligraphy in the Islamic Heritage, trans. Mohamed Zakariya and Mohamed
Asfour (Istanbul, 1998).

Martin Lings and Yasin Safadi, The Qur’in (London, 1976).

Martin Lings, The Quranic Art of Calligraphy and Illumination (London, 1976).

Y. H. Safadi, Islamic Calligraphy (Boulder, CO, 1978).

For further details on these albums and examples from them, see Chapter 7 and Figures 7.7 and 7.9.
Facsimile and commentary published as The St Petersburg Muraqqa‘. Album of Indian and Persian
Miniatures from the 16th through the 18th Century and Specimens of Persian Calligraphy by Tmad al-
Hasani (Milan, 1996). See Chapter 10 for further details about this calligrapher and examples of his work
(Figures 10.9 and 10.10).

Arabische Paldographie I, Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften Phil-Hist. Klasse. Denkschriften.
Bd. 94/1 (Vienna, 1967); Arabische Paliographie II: Das Schriftwesen und die Lapidarshrift, Osterreichis-
che Akademie der Wissenschaften Phil-Hist. Klasse. Denkschriften. Bd. 94/2 (Vienna, 1971); Priscilla P.
Soucek, “The Arts of Calligraphy,’ in The Arts of the Book in Central Asia: 14th-16th Centuries, ed. Basil
Gray (Boulder, CO, 1979), 7-34; Priscilla P. Soucek, ‘Calligraphy in the Safavid Period 1501~76,’ in Hunt for
Paradise: Court Arts of Safavid Iran, 1 so1—-1576, ed. Jon Thompson and Sheila R. Canby (Milan, 2003}, 49-72.
See the article by Michelle York, ‘In a Scribbler’s World, the Fountain Pen’s Flourish Gets Some Glory,’
New York Times Section E, column 2 (26 July 2004): 1, reporting on this year’s first-place award in the artis-
tic-handwriting category.

This illustration is taken from Atanasiu, ‘Hypercalligraphie,’ fig. 6.3, which also contains an interesting
chapter on the graphic qualities of Arabic script (82-94).

The same is true for writing Roman script for left-handers.

Hodgson, Venture. ‘

Wijdan Ali, Modern Islamic Art: Development and Continuity (Gainesville, FL, 1997), 159.

Al-Nadim, Fihrist, 10~11.
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CuAPTER ONE

Arabic Script: Its Role and Principles

WRITING IN ARABIC script became a, if not the, main theme in Islamic
visual culture as it spread over one-quarter of the globe during the past
fourteen hundred years. This chapter begins by outlining some of the
reasons why. Arabic as the language of the revelation played a seminal
role in the religion of Islam and in the civilization that flourished under
Muslim patronage, and the script developed for writing Arabic was
adapted to fit other languages, first New Persian, then Turkish, and
eventually a host of others, both Semitic and non-Semitic, including
several Berber languages of North Africa; the Iranian languages of
Pashto, Kurdish, and Baluchi; the Indo-Aryan Urdu, Sindhi, and
Kashmiri; the Dravidian Moplah; and the Austroneasian Sulu,
Malagasy, and Malay. The result is that Arabic, after Roman script, is
the segmental script most frequently used in the world today. Still
other languages commonly used to be written in Arabic, ranging from
Swahili, Kanuri, Hausa, and Fulani in central Afria and Harari in
Ethiopia to Slavic Serbo-Croatian in Bosnia, Polish, Belarussian, and
even Japanese. Muslims in medieval Spain wrote their native Romance
tongue in Arabic characters in the script known as aljamiado.!

In virtually all times and places Arabic was esteemed not only for
its content but also for its form. This chapter therefore turns next to
a discussion of the basic principles of Arabic script that determined
the parameters within which calligraphers could develop their art. It
is not intended as a primer in Arabic; rather the section highlights
features that affected formal performance, so that even those who do
not read Arabic script can appreciate some of the calligraphic tours
de force illustrated in the subsequent chapters.

For many people, Muslims and non-Muslims alike, copies of the
Koran, God’s revelations to the Prophet Muhammad in the early
seventh century, epitomize Islamic calligraphy. Indeed pages, from
magnificent codices of the Koran — whether on parchment or paper,
penned in brown or black ink in a variety of scripts, and often decor-
ated with gold - form the text most frequently illustrated in this
book, comprising some one-third of its illustrations. The third and
longest section of this chapter therefore discusses the contents and
form of this scripture and its fundamental role in the development of
Islamic calligraphy.



INTRODUCTION

The importance of writing in Islamic culture

The extensive use of writing is one of the hallmarks of Islamic civil-
ization. Writing decorates buildings and objects made in all media
throughout the course of Islamic civilization from the seventh
century to the present in almost all regions from the far Maghrib, or
Islamic West, to India, south-east Asia, and beyond. Calligraphy, the
art of writing beautifully, became one of the main methods of artis-
tic expression. It was, moreover, the only one of the visual arts pro-
duced in the Islamic lands that was widely appreciated within its own
culture, with treatises devoted to its history and artistic merits
written from medieval times onward.

In part, the Islamic tradition developed out of local precedents, for
in both the ancient Near East and the classical world, inscriptions
had long been used to decorate the walls and fagades of buildings as
well as other monuments like triumphal arches. The Assyrians and
the Achaemenids had used the wedged-shaped script known since
the early nineteenth century as cuneiform (literally, wedge-shaped),
inscribing it on official objects ranging from small seals to large-scale
reliefs. Neo-Assyrian palaces built between the ninth and seventh
centuries BCE at sites like Nimrud, Nineveh, and Khorsabad were dec-
orated with marble and limestone orthostats, or tall upright slabs,
each inscribed in the middle register with a dozen lines of text. The
standard inscription detailed the king’s name, titles, and epithets;
summarized his military achievements; and described the appear-
ance of the palace. On the long walls, the inscription was sandwiched
between upper and lower registers with a continuous series of images
(usually termed narratives) depicting royal hunts and military con-
quests. On the slabs framing doorways, the text traversed larger-than-
life-size representations of the king, his attendants, and winged
deities. Reiteration drove home the message, which was superim-
posed over and unified the images into a coherent program of royal
ideology.”

The Romans too recognized the artistic possibilities of monumen-
tal inscriptions. They developed a system of clear and simple lettering
in which both the letters and the spaces between them were made to
conform to aesthetic principles. Such an innovation had a major
impact on Western art and visual culture, for the Roman system of
monumental script is still the basis for modern lettering and book
printing in the West.? Writing dominated public space. Its civic func-
tion and its prominent position in the open affected its appearance and
graphic style.* The Romans manipulated epigraphic layout; letter size,
which was dependent on height and placement; and shading, which
was achieved through V-cut carving, as in the inscription at the base
of the column erected by the Roman emperor Trajan in 105 CE, gener-
ally reckoned the finest masterpiece of Roman monumental lettering.?

In these earlier cases, writing usually supplemented and explained
the accompanying image. What is different about Islamic art is that
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writing became the main — and sometimes the only ~ element of dec-
oration. This fundamental change was due, in large part, to the
pivotal role of the word in the religion of Islam. Its importance is clear
from the five verses beginning Chapter 96 (Iqra’ or al-‘Alag) of the
Koran, generally reckoned to be the first words revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad:

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate,
Recite: In the name of thy Lord who created,

created Man of a blood-clot.

Recite: And thy lord is the Most Generous,

who taught by the Pen,

Taught man that he knew not.

In other words, the knowledge of writing distinguishes man from
God’s other creatures.

The importance of writing runs throughout the Koran. Chapter 68
(Surat al-Qalam), another early revelation, opens with the words,
‘Nun. By the Pen, and what they inscribe.” According to another pair
of verses revealed slightly later (Chapter so, or al-Qaf, verses 17-18),
two noble angels sit on man’s shoulders recording his every action
and thought. The one on the right notes down good deeds, the one on
the left evil ones. On Judgment Day, they will tote up man’s every
deed for the final accounting in the Book of Reckoning (Chapter 69,
or Surat al-Haqqa, verses 18~19).

Although the Koranic text is never illustrated, artists in later
periods incorporated the imagery from it in other works. This paint-
ing of the two scribbling angels (Figure 1.1), for example, comes from
a lavishly illustrated manuscript of al-Qazvini’s cosmography, Aja’ib
al-makhluqat wa ghara’ib al-mawjudat (The Wonders of Creation
and the Oddities of Existence).” The text is an encyclopedic work that
summarizes existing literature on astronomy, geography, botany,
mineralogy, and zoology by dividing the known universe into the
spheres of heavenly bodies, water, and earth. Transcribed at Wasit in
678/1280, this manuscript is the only complete copy of the work
known, made three years before the author’s death in the city where
he served as chief judge, or cadi. Interestingly, the angels do not write
in codices, the ubiquitous book format in the Islamic lands, but on
scrolls, the format used for official documents at this time, as in the
contemporary decree issued by the Mongols in 692/1292 (Figure
7.13). The Ilkhanid artist therefore saw these angels as bureaucrats!

The centrality of the Koran led to the promotion of the Arabic lan-
guage from a regional idiom to the lingua franca of an empire. During
the Prophet’s lifetime, Arabic was spoken by only a relatively small
number of people in the region to the east and south-east of the
Mediterranean Sea. That situation changed dramatically following
the Umayyad conquests westward across North Africa and eastward
over the Iranian plateau and the establishment of a centralized



Figure 1.x Scribbling angels
from a manuscript of
al-Qazvini’s Aja’ib
al-makhluqat (Wondezs of
Creation) copied at Wasit in
678/1280.

The text of the Koran, God’s
revelations to the prophet
Muhammad, stresses the
importance of writing. Verses
17-18 of Chapter 5o (Surat al-
Qaf) mention two recording
angels who tote up men’s
deeds, and such angels were
depicted in other kinds of
manuscripts made in later
periods, such as this copy of a
cosmography about the
wonders of creation. The
angels write with reed pens in
widely spaced lines on long
scrolls, the format used in this
period for bureaucratic decrees.

INTRODUCTION

empire ruled from Damascus in Syria. During the reign of the
Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (685-705), Arabic began to replace
local languages in the chancery. Administrative decrees and corre-
spondence, along with coins, milestones, and monuments, show that
by this early date the form of the script was already standardized (see
Chapter 3). The use of Arabic continued to expand, and within three
centuries Arabic had replaced such older languages as Latin, Greek,
Syriac, and Middle Persian to become the language of religion, gov-
ernment, commerce, literature, and science from the Iberian penin-
sula across the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean,
Iraq, and Iran to western Central Asia. Arabic script became a distin-
guishing characteristic of Islamic civilization, one of the ways that
medieval Muslims distinguished themselves from other cultures,
and, like the standardized script developed at the beginning of the
first millennium in China, a major tool in fostering cultural coher-
ence.® To change the Arabic script, as Kemal Atatiirk did in Turkey
on 28 November 1928, signaled a conscious break from this religious
and cultural tradition.

The importance of calligraphy in the Islamic lands is often com-
pared to that of east Asian, specifically Chinese or Japanese, calligra-
phy.? In both traditions, calligraphy was considered the supreme art,
the one valued most highly in its home culture. Both traditions also
maintained a similar dichotomy and play between the form of the

6



ARABIC SCRIPT: ITS ROLE AND PRINCIPLES

script and the meaning of the words. Nevertheless there are signifi-
cant differences between the east Asian and the Islamic traditions.
Some are material: Chinese and Japanese calligraphers worked with
a2 brush, Muslims with a pen. The flexibility and multiple fibers of
the standard writing implement affected the fluidity and uniformity
of the strokes. Cultural values played a role as well. Both Chinese
and Japanese calligraphers imbued their art with their personal
style. East Asian calligraphers generally sat motionless, contemplat-
ing the moment of artistic creation, and then with a burst of creativ-
ity, applied brush to support. As a result, the reader is meant to sense
the personality of the artist through the calligraphy.!® In following
the brushstrokes, the reader experiences a visual sequence of move-
ment and rest and thus participates in the physical process of
creation.!!

This scenario does not hold true in the Islamic lands, where the indi-
vidual artist is thought to have applied pen to support in regular, steady
strokes. Illustrations of Muslim calligraphers at work date only from
later times (see Figure 12.1 for an example from the early seventeenth
century), but textual descriptions lead us to assume that they had
worked this way in earlier times as well. The reader is not meant to
glean the calligraphet’s personality from the script, but rather to appre-
ciate the unwavering line and modulated forms that reflect the tran-
scendence of the Almighty. Palpability and movement are replaced
by ineffability and control, complex characters by simple strokes.!?
In east Asian work, furthermore, calligraphy is often appended to a
mimetic representation, whether other ornament on a cast bronze
or painted landscape on a scroll.!® By contrast, in the Islamic realm,
calligraphy typically stands alone, as pictorial art is discouraged in
most religious or official settings. Writing thus became one of the main
vehicles to signify power, belief, legitimacy, and many other ideas and
ideologies for which images are used elsewhere. Islamic culture is, in
the words of Erica Dodd, ‘the image of the word.”!

Principles of Arabic script

Calligraphy conveys information through both its semantic content
and its formal appearance (and also through its aural resonances
for the reader, who recites or internalizes the sounds).!® Even
without reading or understanding the first, it is possible to appreciate
the second if one is aware of some fundamental principles of the
Arabic writing system. Arabic script, like Hebrew and Syriac but
unlike Greek and Roman, is written from right to left, although, curi-
ously, the numbers reflect an ancestral system and read in the oppo-
site direction, from left to right. This right-to-left orientation dramat-
ically affects layout,'6 for the reader always begins at the right side of
the page. Codices — the ubiquitous book form adopted in the Islamic
lands - therefore, open in the opposite way that they do in the West.

Arabic script, like Greek and Roman scripts but unlike Egyptian or
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Mayan hieroglyphics and Chinese characters, is written with indi-
vidual symbols for letters.!” In an alphabetic language, these charac-
ters denote both consonants and vowels, but the system used for
Arabic is what linguists call an abjad, meaning that these characters
denote consonants (Figure 1.2).'® Many scripts have at least two dis-
tinct forms of writing: a monumental or printed form, in which the
letters are written separately, and a cursive or handwritten one, in
which they are connected. Compare, for example, a printed book or
a carved gravestone with a handwritten letter. Arabic script,
however, has only the cursive form of writing, although it has many
styles. Because the individual letters in a word can be connected
together, they change their shape depending on their position within
the word. The same letter can have one form when it stands alone
(independent), another at the beginning of a word (initial), a third in
the middle of a word (medial), and yet a fourth at the end of a word
(final). These forms are interrelated, and their position in relation to
the baseline (a hypothetical ruling on which the letters ’sit’) can vary,
depending on the preceding or following letter. Unlike most other
modern languages, there are no upper- and lower-case forms in Arabic
script. Instead, particular words or phrases are used to indicate the
beginning of a declarative sentence, a new thought, or a question.
Despite sporadic attempts to introduce it in the nineteenth century
(see Chapters 11 and 13), modern Western-style punctuation -
commas, periods (full stops), parentheses, question marks, and so
forth — was not used until recent times.

The traditional abjad used for writing Arabic has twenty-eight dis-
tinctive phonemes, or sounds, but only eighteen graphemes or forms,
so the same form has to be used for as many as five different sounds.
For example, the letters ba’, ta’, tha’, nun, and ya’ (transcribed in
English as b, t, th, n, and y) are all represented by the same shape.
Although they assume different shapes in final position, these five
letters are all written in initial and medial positions in the same
shape of a short upright stroke, often called a tooth. These letters can
be distinguished only by the dots accompanying them: one below the
letter for ba’, two and three above the letter for ta’ and tha’ respec-
tively, one above the letter for nun, and two below the letter for ya’.
In other cases, identical forms are used to represent two or three
letters in all positions. The letter ghayn, for example, is exactly the
same as ‘ayn except for the dot written above it. The same is true of
sad and dad. Jim, ha’, and kha’ have the same shape, but one dot
below, no dot, and one dot above, respectively.

Like all other Semitic languages, the Arabic language is based on a
system of roots, where three (or sometimes four) consonants, or
radicals, connote a semantic concept. A vocabulary is generated by
grammatically transforming these roots according to regular patterns.
Thus, the combination k-t-b is a root that conveys the idea of writing;
from it are generated cognates including katib a writer or scribe, kitab
a book, kutubi a bookseller, kuttab a school, and maktab a place of
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" Name . Transcription Final Medial Initial Independent

Taif a J J | |
b& b o 2 2 b
5 t Oy 3 3 )
ha th Es 3 5 Es
jim & > > &
bﬁ' h = a a 'd
Kha kn & A A ¢
aal d 2 3 3 3
dhal dn 3 3 kY kY
3 r J J J J
o z J J J B
sin s W - -~ (Sg
shin sh Uk 5 ™ b
sad $ Ul - aa U
qad d v a2 sz U=
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L

ghayn gh & ES & ¢
fa' f s 8 & s

o q 3 5 3 )

 kaf & LS < &
1am I J ] i) J

mim m @ < - e
nin n O 3 A O
h& h 4 & A >
waw Wi 3 3 3 3
y& yA = 2 4 ¢

1am-aif 1a - A d J

13’ marbiita -afat ) b 3

writing or office (Figure 1.3). Similar transmutations produce words
from other roots.

Also like other Semitic languages, Arabic (and from it other lan-
guages written in Arabic script) requires that only the consonants and
long vowels be written. As the root and grammatical form of the
Arabic language define virtually every word in the lexicon, the reader
can supply the unwritten short vowels from the context. Thus k-t-b

9

Figure 1.2 Chart of the
twenty-eight letters in the
Arabic abjad.

The abjad, or consonantal
script, used to write Arabic has
twenty-eight phonemes, which
change their shape depending
on their position in a word.
Derived from Aramaic, this
system uses only eighteen
different forms, so to render
the twenty-eight individual
consonants, a system was
developed to add dots to some
of the letters. Thus, ba’and ta’
are the same form, but have
one dot below and two dots
above, respectively. When
Arxabic script was adapted to
write Persian and Turkish,
which have sounds like p and g
that are not used in Arabic, the
abjad was expanded to thirty-
two letters by adding extra
dots or bars. For example, p is
written like b but with three
dots below instead of one.



Figure 1.3 Chart showing
various forms of the root k-t-b.

Arabic, like other Semitic
languages, is based on a system
of roots, sets of three or
sometimes four letters that
denote a concept and are
combined in regular ways to
form words. The root k-t-b, for
cxample, conveys the idea of
writing. Transforming it in
regular ways by the addition of
vowels, prefixes, infixes, and
suffixes produces cognates like
katib (scribe}, maktab (office),
muktatib {subscriber), and
maktaba (bookstore).

INTRODUCTION

Arabic Form

Definition Transcription Arabic Form ' “vocalized)
to write kataba_ o< o
piece of writing kitaba Ll i}t§
bookseller kutubi S &
Koran school kuttab ol &
office maktab e =
offices makatib ilke 9
bookstore maktaba E8 e
typewriter _miktab @i e
correspondence mukataba wWie GK,
enroliment iktitab =y GBI
dictation . istiktab Sl ol
writer, scribe katib_ s 6 ‘,
;
written __maktab s e
correspondent mukatib il S
subscriber muktatib o e

can be read either as kataba (he wrote) or kutiba (it was written), and
the reader depends upon the context to decide which reading is
correct. The short vowels and other marks for such features as dou-
bling {gemination), nunation (adding a final n), and the like can be
added above or below the letters, especially if there is chance of con-
fusion. Such markings became common when transcribing Koran
manuscripts to reduce the risk of misreading scripture.

In order to adapt Arabic script for writing other languages, notably
Persian and Turkish, some modifications had to be made, as these two
languages have a few sounds that do not exist in Arabic. Certain letter
forms were adapted by adding dots to letters that represented similar
phonemes in Arabic. For example, the letter pa’ (pronounced p), the
unvoiced form of ba’(pronounced b), is written with three dots below,
rather than the one used for ba’. The same kind of transformation
holds for cha’(ch) and jim (j) as well as zha’(zh) and za’ (z). The letter
gaf (g) is written by adding another bar to the kaf (k). In this way the
eighteen letter shapes used for writing the twenty-eight phomenes of
the Arabic abjad were expanded to cover the thirty-two phonemes
used in Persian and Turkish, the first two languages to adopt Arabic
script. Using the same kinds of transformations, this versatile system
was adapted to transcribe scores of other languages.'®
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Although these three languages use the same abjad, they belong to
different branches of the linguistic tree: Arabic to the Semitic group,
Persian to the Indo-European group, and Turkish to the Turkic group.

‘In each of these three, different sounds and different letters predom-
inate, resulting in different patterns of the written script.?’ In Arabic,
sounds tend to be arranged by groups (nasals, labials, etc.), and the
most common vowel is a. Turkish, by contrast, is marked by a pre-
dominance of palatals (k, g, q, sh, and j). Persian has a regular alter-
nation between different categories of sounds and in this sense might
be termed the most harmonious of the three.

In Arabic, the most common letter is alif, the first letter of the
abjad, written as a tall vertical stroke and often compared metaphor-
ically, particularly by mystics, to a standing person who refused to
prostrate.2! It indicates the most frequent of the three long vowels,
long a, and is the graphic support or seat (kursi) for the glottal stop
(hamza). It occurs in seven of the ten regular conjugations or mor-
phographic forms of any given root.*? It also appears in many
common words and phrases. Alif is written, for example, as part of
seven of the twelve personal pronouns and the feminine plural ending
-at. Most importantly, it opens the definite prefix al- (the), in which
it is paired with lam, another tall upright stroke that connects to the
left. Alif's frequency on the page gives written Arabic a pronounced
verticality, and the common combination alif-lam produces a sense
of thythm, like upright soldiers marching across a parade ground.

The other two languages commonly written in Arabic script are dif-
ferent. Persian is marked by the repetition of the determinative suffix -
ra, the indefinite suffix -1, and the regular verbal endings -ast ([he/she/it]
is) and -and ([they] are). Many of these letters are written with curved
forms. Turkish is an agglutinative language that uses not only prefixes
and suffixes, but also infixes. The result is many long words.

Calligraphers exploited the tendencies latent in the regular forms
of these three languages written in Arabic script. For example, when
writing Arabic, they often exaggerated the verticality engendered
by the repeated use of alif. For balance, they elongated other letters
horizontally according to the principle known variously as mashgq,
madd, or kashida (see Chapter 3 and Figure 3.7, 3.8, etc.). Sometimes
they intertwined the double uprights of alif and lam or inserted sup-
plementary U-shapes to fill spaces left blank because there were no
upright letters (Figure 6.3). Calligraphers writing Persian emphasized
curves, superposing words above an imaginary baseline and eventu-
ally creating hanging scripts that descended diagonally from upper
right to lower left (see Chapter 7). Calligraphers writing Turkish
learned to adjust for the length of words, often using the same
hanging styles and emphasizing the repeated cross-strokes of kaf and
gaf (e.g., Figure 2.6).

Writing Arabic script - whether for Arabic, Persian, Turkish, or
other languages - differs in several significant ways from writing the
cursive form of Roman script.2? Most letters in the Arabic abjad are
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Figure 1.4 Theoretical model
showing the transformation of
the letters in the Arabic
alphabet.

Lisa Volov (Golombek) put
forward a theoretical model to
explain the development of
letter shapes in Arabic script.
She grouped the letters in five
categories based on shape
(vertical, rectangular, round,
low, and oblique) and posited
three degrees of transformation
to each category: natural
transformations that do not
change the basic forms of the
letters, internal modifications
that alter the relationship
between parts, and
superimposed ornaments that
are added to the basic shapes of
the letters.
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simpler in form than those in the Roman script (and much simpler
than Chinese characters). This simplicity of form facilitates stream-
lining and encourages shortcuts and other modifications. Thus, in
many later styles of Arabic script, calligraphers often flattened the
three little bars or teeth of sin/shin into one long, swooping stroke.
Similarly, they extended the descending tails of final nun, ya’, and
similar letters into large curving bowls. The internal shapes of letters
could also be stretched. This is particularly dramatic in the case of
rectangular graphemes such as dal, sad, ta’/za’, and kaf, whose
medial forms comprise parallel lines.

In the theoretical model for the transformation of Arabic letters
posited by Lisa Volov,** such types of modifications are natural trans-
formations because they require no radical change in the basic forms
of the letters (Figure 1.4). They mark a first degree of transformation.
Calligraphers writing Arabic script could further transform the letter
shapes by incorporating motifs or devices from the non-epigraphic
vocabulary, such as interlacing or foliation. For example, they could
twist or knot the upright stroke of an alif or the parallel bars of a rec-
tangular letter. These internal modifications comprise a second
degree of transformation as they still occur within the confines of the
basic letter forms, but alter the relationship between parts. In a third
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Column B— Column C~- Column D—
NATURAL TRANSFORMATION INTERNAL MODIFICATION  SUPERIMPOSED ORNAMENT

 LEE

degree of transformation, calligraphers could add superimposed
ornaments, appendages that do not affect the basic forms of the
letters. In contrast to the first and second degrees of transformation,
the third degree consists solely of additive elements and properly
belongs to the realm of decoration rather than writing.

Two other characteristics of the Arabic writing system affect the
relationship between word and penstroke. Unlike the Roman alphabet,
in which all letters can be connected to both the previous and the fol-
lowing letter, seven of the thirty-two letters in the expanded Arabic
abjad (alif, dal, dhal, ra’, za’, zha’, and waw) — or more than 20 per cent
—do not connect to the following letter. Arabic script also has far more
diacritical marks. When writing English, for example, only two letters
of the Roman alphabet (i and j) require diacritical marks, whereas
twenty-one of the letters (66 per cent) do in Arabic script as printed
today. Of these, seventeen letters (ba’, pa’, tha’, jim, cha’, ha’, kha’,
dhal, za’, zha’, shin, dad, za’, ghayn, fa’, qaf, and nun) require a dot or
dots; five letters (alif madda, ta’, za’, kaf, and gaf) require upright or
diagonal strokes; and a further letter (ta’ marbuta) can require dots in
certain situations. There are also free-floating diacritical marks, such
as the strokes to denote the short vowels fatha, kasra, and damma that
can be added in cases of possible ambiguity.

As a result of these two characteristics — the breaks between
certain letters within a word and the additional diacritical marks —
Arabic script has more penstrokes per word than Roman script. When
writing Roman script, the end of the penstroke typically marks the

13



INTRODUCTION

end of a word, whereas when writing Arabic script, a non-connecting
letter requires the end of the penstroke before the end of the word.
Some words need two or more penstrokes in addition to diacritical
marks. Calligraphers, if they had no space to finish a word at the left
end of a line, often broke off at the end of the penstroke. In early
Koran manuscripts, they often continued the second part of the word
on the following line or even the next page (e.g., Figures 1.5, 4.2, 4.5,
4.6, etc.), a situation akin to the hyphenation used in modern print-
ing, but without any punctuation mark to indicate the break.

In later manuscripts, particularly copies of Persian poetry written
in the hanging nasta 7iq script (e.g., Figures 7.15, 10.7, 12.6, etc.), cal-
ligraphers often stacked the last syllable or penstroke above the end
of the line at the left. This was especially suitable in Persian, where
many words end with the same letters, such as the final ya’ of the
indefinite, the plural ending -an, or the third person form of the verb
to be, -ast or -and. Calligraphers could also adjust the location and
size of the many diacritical marks. Again this feature is particularly
appropriate when writing Persian and Turkish, which have more
letters with multiple dots or bars. In addition to the three dots used
in Arabic to distinguish shin from sin and tha’ from ta’, the alphabet
for writing Persian also uses three dots for the letters zha’ and cha’
and two strokes to distinguish gaf from kaf. Calligraphers writing
Persian in later periods played with these dots, sometimes sprinkling
them like seeds on top of a bun and spacing them out to fill the voids
left by low letters (e.g., Figure 10.6).

Calligraphers writing Arabic script could also manipulate the
spaces between penstrokes. They could, for example, allow the same
amount of space between penstrokes within a word as they did
between words. That is, they could make the spaces between words
the same width as the spaces between syllables or penstrokes. Such
even spacing contrasts dramatically with that adopted in modern
Western typography, where a wider space is typically left at the end
of a sentence to alert the reader visually to a break in thought more
significant than the one between words.

The ancient Greeks had done the same thing, rejecting word sepa-
ration in favor of the so-called scriptura continua.*® Ancient lan-
guages of the Mediterranean lands, both Semitic and Indo-European,
were written with words separated by spaces, points, or a combina-
tion of the two. Once the Greeks adapted the Phoenician alphabet by
adding symbols for vowels, word separation was no longer necessary
to eliminate any unacceptable level of ambiguity that could occur in
reading Indo-European languages, which were polysyllabic and
inflected. The reader did not need to identify words, only parse sylla-
bles. By the second century Ce the Romans had adopted the Greek
convention as well. They did so deliberately, abandoning the intra-
text spaces or punctuation in order to slow down reading and enhance
its oral and rhetorical aspects. Such unbroken text also provided
mnemonic compensation through enhanced short-term aural recall,
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Figure 1.§ Page containing Sura 14:37~43 from a parchment Koran manuscript with fifteen lines per page.

This fragment from an early Koran manuscript was part of a major gift by the Safavid shah ‘Abbas to the
shrine of the eighth imam ‘Ali ibn Musa at Mashhad in Iran. The last page contains a colophon alleging that
the manuscript was penned by the Prophet’s son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, and the first page contains an
attestation to its authenticity by the leading theologian of the day, Shaykh Baha’i Amili. The Safavids
collected these manuscripts to bolster their legitimacy as descendants of the Prophet through his family,
though modern scholars doubt that manuscripts like these actually date to the first century of Islam.

for at this time reading meant reading aloud. Silent reading — like the
word separation that was adopted in Roman script beginning in the
seventh century CE — was embraced only in medieval times.
Calligraphers writing Arabic script sometimes did the same thing,
willfully abandoning the spaces between words. We can see this readily
on a page from an early Koran manuscript now in the Astan-i Quds
library in Mashhad (Figure 1.5).26 The first letter on the page (Figure
1.5a) is a final ya’, the last letter and penstroke of the word dhi (pos-
sessing] that began on the preceding page. The space between this final .
ya’ ending the word is the same size as the spaces between the next ﬁ ‘ ‘ ‘
three letters za’, ra’, and ‘ayn, three separate penstrokes that make up ' '
the following word zar ‘(cultivation). In these early Koran manuseripts, Figure 1.52
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therefore, spacing gives no visual clues as to where one word ends and
the next one begins. Such manuscripts must have been used for recita-
tion by someone who already knew the text by heart, with the written
record serving as an aide-memoire. Such spacing also performed the
positive function of slowing down reading and recitation.

Calligraphers’ ability to manipulate both the simple forms and the
breaks between penstrokes allows for great flexibility in writing
Arabic script. They have the possibility of extension and contraction,
more often the former than the latter, and they deliberately exploited
the contrast between the two. On the page from the Koran manu-
script in Mashhad (Figure 1.5), much of the visual excitement arises
from the regular distribution of elongated shapes, either the connec-
tor between letters or especially the two parallel bars of graphemes
such as dal, kaf, ta’, and sad. Such broad rectangular shapes
demanded a steady hand, and their rectilinear forms contrast in turn
with the curved shapes in other letters such as the bent foot of alif
and the bowed head of initial ayn. The mark of a good calligrapher,
such as the anonymous one who penned this large and thus expen-
sive copy of the Koran, was to distribute these shapes across the page
in regular and therefore mentally pleasing patterns.

Some scholars today have attempted to find underlying geometric
frameworks to explain the distribution of shapes across the written
page. Valery Polosin, for example, suggested that certain aspects of the
Islamic book are generated by a geometric grid based on the intersec-
tion of various proportional systems of line segments and curves. Most
of his work deals with later manuscripts, including frontispieces, book
covers, and other aspects of page layout, but he has also suggested that
the pages in early Koran manuscripts written in the angular script
known as kufic were designed on a proportional grid based on the
rhomboidal dot formed by pressing the nib of the pen to paper.?” To my
mind, such analyses are not convincing. They are reductionist to the
point of absurdity, for, as with the spiraling scrolls that Alexandre
Papadopoulo proposed as the underlying basis of all Islamic painting,?8
the manipulation of size and scale allows the justification and
rectification of virtually any composition to an underlying grid. All
Islamic calligraphy is based on geometric considerations, especially
the width of the nib and hence the size of the penstroke, but in most
cases the art of the calligrapher lies in manipulating the forms free-
hand within the contraints imposed by the rectangular page and the
lines of text written across it.?

The Koranic text

Written copies of the Koran comprise the most important text for
Muslims. Revealed orally to Muhammad, the scripture was soon
committed to writing, although scholars have debated exactly how
soon this occurred (see Chapter 4). Verses very similar to, though not
identical with, the text are inscribed on coins issued by the
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Umayyads (Figure 3.4) and on the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem,
ordered by the caliph “Abd al-Malik in 72/692 (Figures 3.6 and 3.8),
and beautifully written codices of the Koran soon became common.
Throughout the course of Islamic civilization, selected verses were
also inscribed on all sorts of objects and buildings, such as the Taj
Mahal (Figure 12.4).

In view of the Koran’s seminal role as the primary text for Islamic
calligraphy, then, it is important that readers have some idea of its
content and form. The Koran is probably the most important topic in
Islamic studies, and there is a vast literature about it. It not only
forms the longest single article in the second edition of the
Encyclopaedia of Islam, but has also recently become the subject of
its own encyclopedia, a reference tool devoted more to the content of
the scripture than to its form.3° Even the text itself can be approached
in many ways, as shown by the recent spate of articles by the Russian
scholar Efim Rezvan, who has written on various aspects, ranging
from its ecstatic dimensions to its role as a signifier of social relations
in late seventh-century Arabia.3! This discussion is intended only as
an introduction, focusing on the formal and physical realizations of
the Koranic text and its relevance to Islamic calligraphy.

As abook, the Koran is comparable in length to the New Testament.
It contains some seventy-seven thousand words arranged in 114 chap-
ters (Arabic sura) of varying length. It opens with the Fatiha, a beau-
tiful short prayer that serves as an invocation in many situations:

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate
Praise belongs to God, the Lord of all Being

the All-merciful, the All-compassionate

the Master of the Day of Doom

Thee only we serve; to Thee alone we pray for succour.
Guide us in the straight path

the path of those whom Thou hast blessed,

not of those against whom Thou art wrathful

nor of those who are astray.3?

In codices this chapter was frequently enhanced by splendid illumi-
nation across a double page (e.g., Figure 8.2) or as the right half of a
double page (e.g., Figures 1.8, 1.9, 10.3, 11.2, I1.3, 12.11, and 12.15).
Since it also served as a talisman, this chapter was scrawled on pot-
sherds or bones.3 It was also penned in special scripts as a calli-
graphic exercise (Figure 10.10).

The other chapters of the Koran follow in roughly descending order
of length, from the nearly three hundred verses of the second chapter
to the final two chapters, which are short prayers of a few lines each.3*
Pages with these concluding short chapters are also singled out for
tich illumination (e.g., Figure 5.7 and 12.5). The chapters of the
written text of the Koran are thus arranged neither in the order in
which they were revealed nor in a narrative sequence.
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Neither the chapter names nor the verse numbers were part of the
original revelation; rather, they were coined later to help distinguish
sections of the text. Muslims traditionally identify the chapters by
name. They often use a catchword, an unusual word or thought that
occurs in the chapter. The second (and longest) chapter in the Koran,
for example, is called the Cow (Surat al-Baqara), from the parable of
the heifer that God commanded Moses to sacrifice, mentioned in
verses 67 to 71. For purists, this should be written precisely as ‘the
chapter in which the cow is mentioned,” and such an exact system of
nomenclature was occasionally used in fine manuscripts, such as the
large codex made by a royal scribe at Hamadan in 559/1164 (Figure
6.9) and the magnificent copy on paper dyed purplish-brown that the
Hafsid sultan Abu Faris endowed to the mosque of the Qasba at Tunis
in 805/1407 (Figure 9.12).

Since the chapter names were adopted by believers only after the
revelation, it is no surprise that they have not been accepted uni-
formly. The seventeenth chapter, for example, is usually known as
Bani Isra’il (the Children of Israel), but is sometimes called al-Isra’
(the Night Journey) from Muhammad’s night journey mentioned in
the opening verses. Some commentators took their names from the
opening words in the chapter, regardless of their meaning. The great
commentator al-Tabari (d. 923), for example, called the one hundred
and fifth chapter a-lam tara (literally, did you not see) after the
very first words.®> Most people, however, call it the Elephant (al-Fil),
after the main reference in it to the victory over the people of the
elephant, thought to refer to the Meccans’ defeat of the Abyssian
prince Abraha, who c. 570, like Hannibal against the Romans,
invaded with an army of elephants. Analysis of these variant names
may help to distinguish different traditions, and descriptions of an
individual manuscript should properly include the variant chapter
names used in it.

The numbering of the verses within the chapters is equally prob-
lematic. Already from the tenth century scholars were arguing over
variant readings of the Koranic text (see Chapter 4 for further details
about some of these readings), and the addition of a pause between
phrases could allow for the insertion of an extra verse number.
Some readers counted the basmala - the introductory phrase bism
allah al-rabman al-rahim (in the name of God the Merciful, the
Compassionate) that precedes all but one chapter (the exception is
Chapter 9, al-Tawba, Repentance) — as a verse; most did not. The
debates became so heated that from the tenth century calligraphers
frequently added frontispieces specifying the reading they had used
(Figure 5.9) and/or the number of verses in it (Figure 6.9).

Modern readers still do not agree on the numbering of verses.
Montgomery Watt'’s classic study of the Koran contains an appendix
with two numbering systems common in modern times: one found
in Gustav Fligel’s 1834 edition of the text, traditionally used by
Western scholars in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
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and the other used in the standard Egyptian text printed in
Cairo under King Fu’ad ], the edition sanctioned by Muslim authori-
ties.3¢ The bilingual edition of the Koran most readily available in
English, the one done by Yusuf Ali, uses a third system with a few
variants.?’

In contrast to Muslims, Western scholars have traditionally used a
numerical system to cite Koranic chapter and verse. They adapted the
model for citing Biblical texts, designating the chapter with a Roman
number and the verse with an Arabic numeral (e.g., I:a5s5). They
chose a numerical system in part to avoid the variations in chapter
names. The numerical system was also in keeping with the taxo-
nomic tradition popular in the West since the age of Darwin, making
the study of the Koran seem more scientific and less devotional.

But this numerical system too has problems. Roman numerals are
clumsy, and it is casy to drop one digit of longer numbers (XVIII, for
example, often gets mistakenly truncated to XVII). Furthermore, the
visual aspect privileges the Roman system of lettering. For
simplification here, I have used a modified Western system, with
2:255 meaning the 255th verse of Chapter 2, following the numbering
system uscd in the Standard Egyptian edition of the Koran.®® The stan-
dard Arabic concordance to the Koran uses a similar system,®
although many Muslims would cite the same verse as Surat al-Baqara,
255 or Ayat al-Kursi (Throne Verse).

In Koran manuscripts, the name of the chapter and the number of
verses were typically accompanied by the word Mecca or Medina, to
indicate the place of revelation. None of this information is part of
the Koranic revelation, and to show that it is of human, not divine,
inspiration, Muslim calligraphers wrote it first in a different color of
ink and later in a different script than that used for the main text of
the revelation. Anglo-Saxon calligraphers, beginning in the eighth
century at Wearmouth-Jarrow and elsewhere, developed a similar
hierarchy of scripts to distinguish text from commentary, typically
using uncial for the former and minuscule for the latter. By the ninth
century they had evolved a more elaborate system, using a display
script for headings and colophons; a secondary one to distinguish the
beginning of a text, chapter or paragraph; and a tertiary one to indi-
cate the beginning of a thought or sentence.*

To underscore the point that this information about chapter name
and verse count did not belong to the Koranic text, it was set off in
boxes, often with palmettes extending into the margin. In this way,
the reader flipping through the codex would instantly recognize the
divisions between-chapters. These boxes typically occur as headings
to the chapter, but sometimes they were appended at the end of a
chapter and indicate the subject of the preceding chapter, as is the
case in the Hafsid Koran manuscript (Figure 9.12). The difference
between headings and footers is known in other book traditions: it
parallels the different traditions followed by American and some
European, particularly French, presses, which place the table of
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contents at the beginning or the end of the volume, respectively. For
the study of Islamic calligraphy, these pages with headings/footers are
particularly important as they illustrate the hierarchy of scripts that
a single calligrapher had mastered at a particular time. In the same
way calligraphers often set off the opening of a literary or theological
work in another script (Figures 5.11 and 8.14).

Because of the unique arrangement of the Koran, it is impossible
to classify its contents into standard literary types, such as legends,
parables, short stories, and the like. The text contains various types
of material, including prayers, oaths, regulations, ‘sign’ passages (in
which certain aspects of nature and human life are ‘signs’ [Arabic
ayat] of God’s omnipotence and benevolence towards man), ‘say’ pas-
sages (in which believers are told to say something), and finally nar-
ratives. Although the easiest to remember, the narrative elements in
the Koran actually form a very small part of the whole. Furthermore,
they are not read continuously. Parts of the story of Moses, for
example, are scattered over forty-four different passages. Those
reared in the Biblical tradition traditionally criticized this segmental
approach as non-linear, but scholars have recently pointed out its
positive virtues as the fragmented mode of composition allows the
text to ‘achieve its most profound affects, as if the intensity of the
prophetic message were shattering the vehicle of human language in
which it was being communicated.’!

Most of the narratives are versions of traditional stories found in
other Near Eastern cultures. For example, the text several times men-
tions the creation of the world in six days and the throne from which
the universe is controled creation of the world in six days. One of the
most lyrical evocations of God’s majesty is the Throne Verse or Ayat
al-Kursi (2:255):

God

there is no god but He, the

Living, the Everlasting.

Slumber seizes Him not; neither sleep;

to Him belongs

all that is in the heavens and the carth.

Who is there that can intercede with Him

save by His leave?

He knows what lies before them

and what is after them,

and they comprehend nothing of His knowledge
save such as He wills.

His Throne comprises the heavens and the earth;
the preserving of them oppresses Him not;

He is the All-high, the All-glorious.

This passage was a particular favorite, often inscribed on objects and
buildings and still popular with calligraphic artists.
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Along with the concept of divine omnipotence, the Koran main-
tains the concept of man'’s responsibility for his actions. On the Day
of Judgment, those who have acted rightly will gain Paradise and its
pleasures, while those who have acted wrongly will earn eternal fire
and its chastisements. Paradise is described in the Koran as a verdant
garden through which rivers flow and in which the residents, adorned
with jewels and rich clothing, recline on silken couches beneath
God’s throne. By contrast, the damned endure a variety of torments
in Hell’s burning furnaces, where they must eat fruits shaped like
devils’ heads. Much of the Koran’s message can be summed up in the
beautiful ante-penultimate chapter (r12) known as Ikhlas (Sincere
Religion), one of the first verses to be revealed in the early Meccan

period:

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate
Say: ‘He is God, One

God, the Everlasting Refuge

who has not begotten, and has not been begotten,

and equal to Him is not any one.’

This chapter too was a favorite, used already by the Umayyads in the
late seventh century on their first epigraphic coins (Figure 3.4) and in
the mosaic inscription around the interior of the Dome of the Rock
and perenially popular on amulets and talismans.

Copies of the Koranic text are never illustrated. By this I mean that
they are never accompanied by pictures. There are several reasons for
this absence of illustration. In part, it is due to the relatively small
role of narrative in the text and the pre-eminence there of moral and
legal themes that do not lend themselves readily to pictorial repre-
sentation. Furthermore, illustrations were not needed to tell the
story of Muhaminad’s mission, as he, unlike Christ, was human, not
divine, and his life was not part of the scripture. More importantly,
illustration came to be seen by Muslims as usurping God’s preroga-
tive of creation, and it was considered blasphemy to add illustrations
to God’s sacred word. As a consequence, the exquisite transcription
of God’s word became the most important vehicle for aesthetic out-
pouring in Islamic civilization, and one that acquired sacred over-
tones and special resonance. The sanctity of the word also had further
implications for its reproduction by mechanical means (see further,
Chapters 11 and 13).

The fine calligraphy used to transcribe the scripture was often
embellished with fancy illumination, by which I mean geometric,
floral, or other non-figural decoration (as distinct from illustration,
meaning embellishment with pictures).*? Illumination was com-
monly used not only to divide verses and chapters, but also for
full-page frontis- and finispicces (c.g., Figure 5.9). One fragmentary
manuscript found hidden in the mosque at San‘a in the Yemen has a
unique frontispiece apparently representing two mosques {or two
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views of the same mosque), though without people.*® The decoration
in all other frontis- and finispieces is exclusively geometric and floral.

In the seventh century Insular artists developed such full-page
decorations on the left-hand page, or verso, of a leaf. They perceived
Latin in graphic, not oral, terms, and were concerned with the
content, rather than the appearance, of the text. Along with new
forms of punctuation and script, such ‘carpet-pages’ were part of
their ‘grammar of legibility,’ serving to indicate a new text or a major
division.**

In Koran manuscripts, illumination was also used to mark other
divisions. Although compiled in a single text, the revelation was
often broken into parts to aid in recitation. The most popular divi-
sion comprised thirty parts (Arabic juz’, pl. azja’;, Persian si-para [30
parts] or simply para [part]) to correspond to the days of the month.
This division was current already by the ninth century, as in the
famous manuscript made for Amajur (Figure 4.2) and a similar one
endowed by ‘Abd al-Mun‘im to the mosque of Damascus in 298/978.
This format was common throughout the Islamic lands, from
Morocco to China (Figure 9.3). These thirtieths, in turn, were some-
times divided into four parts, including one-quarter (al-rub<, one-half
{al-nisf), or three-quarters (al-thalatha). The sixtieths were known as
hizb (group or band). The division into sixtieths, while not popular in
India, was common in the Maghrib and is said to have been a more
recent division than the juz’4

Another common way of dividing the Koran is by sevenths
(manzil, literally station), to correspond to days of the week. This
division was also known from early times and is found in codices
made over a wide geographic swathe. It was used, for example, in the
so-called Blue Koran, attributed to Tunisia in the tenth century
(Figure 4.10), the parchment copy made at Palermo in 372/982-83
(Figure 5.4}, the paper copy transcribed by ‘Uthman ibn Muhammad
at Bust in sos/1111-12 (Figure 6.6), and the paper copy transcribed by
Ibn al-Wahid for the Mamluk amir Baybars (Figure 8.13).
Nevertheless, it does not seem to have been as popular as the thirty-
part division.

The long text could also be divided in two volumes. This was
usually a functional division adopted also for practical reasons. In
east Africa, for example, the two halves were set in niches on the
sides of a doorway of a house to symbolically protect those entering,
and older manuscripts were sometimes split into two volumes for
this purpose (see Chapter 12 and Figure 12.12). Similarly, publishers
sometimes divide the text into halves, as in the original edition of
A.J. Arberry’s English translation, which was then reprinted in paper-
back in a single volume.*¢

These divisions into parts are often marked in the margin, along
with similar indications for pauses, places of prostration, and the
like. Larger divisions into thirtieths, sevenths, or halves can also be
marked by an illuminated page or pages (e.g., Figure 9.8}, but often the
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manuscript was divided into that number of volumes. This was the
case not only with large presentation copies of the Koran used for
public recitation in the mosque, l?ut also with smaller copies that
were then stored in a single box (Figure 7.8).

For orthodox Muslims like the Damascene scholar and polemicist
Ibn Taymiya (d. 1328), the Koran is God’s literal word and therefore
can be read only in the majestic and glorious Arabic language in
which it was revealed. The necessity of reading the Koran in Arabic
means that all believers should learn Arabic in order to do so. This
requirement has had several important ramifications for the way in
which Islamic civilization developed. It has created a linguistic bond
among believers, particularly as Islam spread beyond the boundaries
of Arabia to regions inhabited by speakers of other languages. Having
learned to use Arabic as the language of religion, they also used it as
a language of literature, science, commerce, and social intercourse.
The primacy of Arabic as the language of God’s revelation has also
helped to prescrve the purity of the Arabic language, for Muslims
constantly call to mind the noble and magnificent words and phrases
of the Koran. Although the Arabic language has evolved over the four-
teen centuries since the Koran was revealed, it has not changed as
much as English has in the six centuries since the time of Chaucer.
Finally, the primacy of the Arabic language has encouraged the spread
and use of the Arabic script, which is known from the shores of the
Atlantic to the Pacific to render a variety of languages, including not
only the original Arabic, but others ranging from Persian and
Ottoman Turkish to Malay.

Despite the necessity of learning the Koran in Arabic, there have
been many attempts to render it into other languages. The English
monk Robert of Ketton made the first translation into a Western lan-
guage in 1143, translating the Arabic into medieval Latin for Peter
the Venerable, abbot of the monastery of Cluny, who wanted to
understand the Koran so as to counter it.*” Robert’s autograph man-
uscript survives in the Bibliotheque de 1’ Arsenal in Paris, but it took
exactly four centuries for the work to be printed.*® The first edition
was printed at Basel in 1543 by Theodor Buchman or Bibliander, a
Protestant divine who served as professor of theology at Zurich. The
publication was quite controversial: when it first appeared, the copies
were seized and the printer arrested. Only after lengthy negotiations
with the city’s authorities and the intervention of several Reformers,
notably Martin Luther, was the work released. Nevertheless, it was
a popular seller, and a second edition, with a preface by Martin
Luther, was issued seven years later at Basel and Zurich.

For more than a century the printed edition of Robert of Ketton’s
Latin translation served as the basis for other translations of the
Koran into modern European languages. The first was Andrea
Arrivabene’s Italian version of 1547 printed in Venice. The German
theologian and traveler Salomon Schweigger produced a German
edition at Nuremberg in 1616. Only in 1647 did anyone attempt a
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translation into a modern Western language directly from the Arabic
original: this was done by André du Ryer, a nobleman who had been
French consul in Alexandria and Cairo, spent some time in Istanbul,
and traveled widely in the region. It, in turn, served as the source for
the first translation into English, The Alcoran of Mahomet, made by
the Scotsman Alexander Ross and published in 1649.

George Sale’s English version, published in London nearly a
century later in November 1734, marks a watershed. Unlike Ross’
translation of a translation, Sale worked from the original Arabic and
rendered the text in a language familiar from the King James transla-
tion of the Bible. He also included copious notes based on the works
of traditional Muslim commentators, especially al-Baydawi {d. 1286
or 1291) as well as a ‘preliminary discourse’ giving a brief but objec-
tive account of Islam. The scholarly importance and popularity of
Sale’s translation is evident from its numerous reprintings.*’

Many other English versions have appeared in recent years.
Marmaduke Pickthall, an English novelist who spent many years in
India where he converted to Islam, prepared the first translation by
an English Muslim, and his book The Meaning of the Glorious Koran:
An Explanatory Translation was approved by Muslim authorities in
Egypt.®% The renowned Orientalist A. J. Arberry, sensitive to the
views of orthodox Muslims who hold that the Koran, which was
revealed by God in Arabic, can be read only in that language, called
his English version The Koran Interpreted.>! He translated the text in
a sort of free verse, and his translations are the ones quoted in this
book, although the usefulness of his translation is sometimes com-
promised since he used the Fliigel rather than the standard Egyptian
system of numbering and he did not separate individual verses.

Recent interest in Islam and Islamic civilization has sparked many
other books that introduce the Koran to non-Muslims. Michael Sells’
Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations renders parts of the
text in a version intelligible and accessible to modern Americans.?
It also comes with a CD-rom containing recitations by nine distin-
guished reciters, thereby underscoring the importance of the oral and
aural version alongside the written and read one. Michael Cook’s The
Koran: A Very Short Introduction, despite its tiny size, contains
many good ideas in a readable form.>® Furthermore, he emphasizes
visual aspects of the written text.

Although sometimes considered substitutes or paraphrases, trans-
lations of the Koran have long been necessary as Islam spread to non-
Arabic-speaking regions. Bilingual copies, with the Arabic text and a
translation/paraphrase in the vernacular language, were used in pros-
elytizing, and calligraphers worked out several different methods of
combining the text in two languages. The earliest and most common
method is the interlinear text, in which one line of Arabic is followed
by one line in the vernacular language, which is often distinguished
by a different color of ink and/or size or style of script. The first inter-
linear copies seem to have been made in Arabic and Persian and
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may well date as far back as the tenth century,’* although extant
manuscripts survive only from several centuries later (Figure 1.6).%°
To make the correspondence between text and translation even
clearer, the calligrapher sometimes wrote each word or phrase of the
vernacular translation or commentary diagonally below the words or
phrases in Arabic.% In this way, not only size and script, but also ori-
entation on the page distinguish text from translation.

This technique of interlinear translation was used not only for
Persian but also for many other languages written in Arabic script.
Manuscripts from the fourteenth century in Chaghatay, or eastern,
Turkish, are sometimes combined with a translation into Persian
(Figure 9.2). With the expansion of Islam across the Indian Ocean
and into sub-Saharan Africa, bilingual manuscripts were made in
other languages, as, for example, a seventeenth-century copy with
Kanembu, a dialect of Kanuri still spoken by parts of the Bornu popu-
lation around Lake Chad (Figure 12.15). Cook illustrates several later
examples with other languages in his small handbook on the Koran.*

The interlinear technique could also be used with different styles
of script. The Koran scholar Arthur Jeffery mentioned a lithographed
copy printed in Tehran in 1323/1905-6 that had a line of kufic script
with interlinear naskh.%® Clearly the kufic script was considered
authentic but unreadable to many, so the text was also written out in
the more familiar rounded script.

There were also several other methods of combining Arabic and a
vernacular language. A second one was to pen the translation in the
margin. In this case too, the vernacular text was often written in diag-
onal lines. Placement and orientation on the page, along with size
and script, thus distinguish text, considered more important, from
translation or commentary.

A third, and more unusual, method of transcribing bilingual Koran
manuscripts entails interspersing both texts in the same line, with
one phrase in Arabic followed by a translation or explanation in the
vernacular language. This technique allows the teacher to read the
text aloud in Arabic, while the student seated beside him can follow
the meaning in the vernacular. This unusual technique was adopted
by the Ottomans, as shown by a manuscript in the Ghassan Ibrahim
Shaker Collection (Figure 1.7).%° On stylistic grounds the manuscript
is attributed to the late sixteenth century, but a note added at the end
says that it copies an earlier manuscript transcribed by Ghazi ibn
Mahmud at the end of Jumada I 736/15 January 1336. The title page
gives the name of the work, a Turkish translation (tarjuma) of the
commentary (tafsir) entitled Sharif al-asdaf (the Noblest of Pearls).
Both Arabic text and Turkish translation are written in the same
naskh script, but the Arabic is distinguished by a red horizontal slash
over the words. The bilingual text was intended to be used in prose-
lytizing, for the given name of the calligrapher, Ghazi, was carried in
fourteenth~century Anatolia by those who distinguished themselves
in the war against infidels.5
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Figure 1.6 Page containing Sura 19:4—5 from a four-volume bilingual manuscript of the Koran with six lines .
per page copied by Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Nishapuri in 584/1188—-9 for the Ghurid
amir Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad ibn Sam. :

Although bilingual Koran manuscripts were probably made from the tenth century, this is one of the earliest
dated copies to survive. It was a luxury manuscript, of large size, with extensive gold, and a Persian-
translation in small script between the Arabic text in large script. The manuscript was later endowed to the-
shrine of Ahmad Jami, as indicated by the endowment text added at the top and bottom of this page. .
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~This technique of combining two languages within the same
line works with those that read from right to left, but to produce
translations in other languages that read from left to right, scholars
,lnt{oduced the multi-column format. This layout, which aids a philo-
logical reading of the text, was adopted by humanist scholars. The
”ﬁ'.tSt kpown example is that made in 1480-1 by Flavius Mithridates,
aJewish convert to Christianity. He produced a Latin translation
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Figure 1.7 Page with Suras
111:1-114 and the colophon
from a single-volume Koran
manuscript with twenty-three
lines per page and a Turkish
translation of the commentary
Sharif al-asdaf.

Bilingual Koran manuscripts
were needed for proselytizing,
and calligraphers worked out
several methods of combining
text with translation and/or
commentary. The vernacular
translation was often written
between the lines or in the
margin, but this manuscript,
copied in the late sixteen
century from an original dated
Jumada I 736/December
1335-January 1336, shows an
unusual third method, in
which the Turkish translation
is interspersed within the
Arabic text. Text is
distinguished from translation
by a red slash over the Arabic.
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Figure 1.8 Opening double
page with Suras 1-2:4 from an
edition of the Koran printed
by Paganino and Alessandro
Paganini in 1537-8.

This is the earliest printed
copy of the Koran known.
Intended for Christian
missionaries, it was neither a
commercial nor an evangelical
success, perhaps because it did
not distinguish between
certain letters of the Arabic
alphabet and used an ungainly
typeface. All copies were
thought to have perished until
the 1980s when a single
remaining one was discovered
in Venice.

of Suras 21 and 22, which he had copied as a2 sumptuous manuscript
in which text is set beside translation in facing columns.’! This
multi-column layout became the typical format used in modern
printed versions, which have one column or page of text in Arabic
facing one in another language. This is the format adopted in Yusuf
‘Ali’s often reprinted edition, which includes not only text and
English translation but also a commentary at the bottom (see Figure
1.10 below).62

Commentaries on the Koran, to be distinguished from translations

or interpretations, were typically written on the same page with the

text, but again using a different color of ink and a different, usually
smaller, script. Most commentaries, however, are much longer than
the Koranic text itself, and commentaries were often written in a
small hand in the margin, as with interlinear bilingual manuscripts
made in the age of empires in Kashmir (Figure 12.5) and near Lake
Chad (Figure 12.15). The calligrapher could also divide the page hor-
izontally, using one part for the text and the other for the commen-
tary. This is the case with a manuscript transcribed by one
Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-‘Amid al-Imam Awhad al-Din in
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630/1232-3 (Figure 6.14), which has the Persian commentary tran-
scribed in a small naskh above the Koranic text written in a large
thuluth. Similarly, in Yusuf Ali’s modern printed edition, the notes
are printed in a smaller font at the bottom of the page.

All of these methods were used by calligraphers to visually distin-
guish divine revelation from extraneous text, be it headings, transla-
tions, interpretations, or commentaries. The sacredness of the
scripture led to its transcription manually in a beautiful hand, and
this sanctity explains why handwritten copies remain popular and
why printed editions of the Koran were so slow to be accepted. The
first ones were made by non-Muslims.

The earliest was produced by the Venetian brothers Paganino and
Alessandro Paganini in 1537-8 (Figure 1.8).% Printed as a private
edition and probably intended for Christian missionaries, it used an
ungainly typeface that did not distinguish between certain letters of
the Arabic abjad, such as dal and dhal. Note, for example, that the
words al-din (Figure 1.8a) and alladhina (Figure 1.8b) are printed in
exactly the same way. Chapter titles are particularly graceless, with
distorted proportions between low letters and tall strokes. The script
also exemplifies the difficulty typesetters had in reconciling the exi-
gencies of setting type on a line with the piling up of letters in Arabic
script. Note, for example, the awkward spacing and piling up of the
phrase ihdina al-sirat al-mustaqgim from the fourth line of text on the
right (Figure 1.8c). The suffix -na floats and is crowded by the initial
alif of the next word. In al-mustagim, the letters are plunked down
next to each other in a flat line, with a large and ungainly hook for
sukun. Ligatures are extremely awkward, with a sharp angle, espe-
cially when a toothed letter like ya’is joined to ra’or final nun, as in
ghayr or al-dalin (Figure 1.8d), the last word of the Fatiha on the right
page. The 1537 Paganini edition was neither a commercial nor an
evangelical success, and all copies were thought to have perished
until the 1980s when a single remaining one was discovered in
Venice. '

It took two and a half centuries before Muslims themselves were
willing to produce a printed edition of the Koran, although this too was
something of an outsider’s work: the first edition printed by Muslims
for Muslims (Figure 1.9) was made at St Petersburg in 1787.5¢ Intended
for the new population of Muslims in Russia, it was made at the behest
of Catherine the Great, who had occupied and annexed the Crimean
Khanate four years earlier, thereby incorporating many Kirghiz into
her empire. Distributing copies of the Koran, while sometimes
explained as a mark of her tolerance, also fitted her expansionist plans:
she was plotting to expel the Turks from Istanbul and restore
Byzantine rule there and to wrest India from Britain’s ever-tightening
gtip. This edition, done at a time when printing the scripture was still
forbidden in the Ottoman empire, thereby helped to curry favor with
Muslims.55 Containing a marginal commentary by Mulla ‘Uthman
Isma‘il, the text was set in a flat type that corrected the errors in letters
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Figure 1.9 Opening page with
Sura 1 from an edition of the
Koran printed at St Petersburg
in 1787.

This is the opening page to the
first edition of the Koran
printed by Muslims for
Muslims. It was made under
the auspices of Catherine the
Great, who had just annexed
the Crimean Khanate, thereby
incorporating many Muslims
into the Russian empire. This
edition was done at a time
when printing the scripture
was still forbidden in the
Ottoman empiré.
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‘found in the Paganini edition (Figure 1.8). The words al-din (F1gure

1.9a) and alladhina (Figure 1.9b), for example, are correctly punctuated
in the St Petersburg edition, with a dotless dal and a dotted dhal. The
spacing is more uniform written, as in the phrase ihdina al-sirat al
mustaqim (Figure 1.9c), and rosettes have been added to divide verses.
Nevertheless, ligatures still presented a problem. The extende:
between sin and mim in the basmala (Figure 1.9d) is set in at mid
height so the final mim floats in space. Chapter titles and supplemen:
tary information are not set off in a different display script, but printed

30



ARABIC §CRIPT: ITS ROLE AND PRINCIPLES

in a version of the same script that is, unusually, smaller, rather than
Jarger, than the text script. Vocalization is set at an even more uniform
height than that used in the Ottoman styles of naskh (e.g., Figures 11.2
and 11:4). The overall aspect is lifeless.

Despite its awkward physical appearance, this edition was a
success: it was reprinted several times until 1798 in St Petersburg and
then from 1803 to 1859 at Kazan, the city of the Volga that had served
as the capital of the khans of Kazan. It is estimated that as many as
one hundred and fifty thousand copies were printed, and it played a
role in the centuries-long process of creating a uniform text of the
Koran.® Conceived as a colonial endeavor, the Kazan Koran was also
2 commercial commodity carried by Tatar merchants not only
throughout Central Asia but to India and even the Hijaz.

Only in the twentieth century was the Koran at last printed on a
large scale in the Muslim world. The edition produced by the Official
Printing House at Bulaq, Cairo, in 1342/1923~4 marked another
watershed in the history of the Koran. The printed edition was put
together after a decade of collaboration by Muslim specialists in the
Koran not by collating texts and fragments, but rather from the oral
tradition.%” The text does not use traditional orthography, but relied
on the oral and written traditions of the ‘science of readings’ (’ilm al-
gira’at). It adopted the version of the text canonized by Hafs (d. 8o5)
following ‘Asim, the most common reading used in many regions,
although that of Warsh (d. 812) following Nafi® is popular elsewhere
in North Africa.®® The Cairo edition was done under the patronage of
Fwad I, partly to promote unity in a Muslim world rocked by setbacks
such as the abolishment of the sultanate in Turkey, and with its
official sanction, the Cairo edition achieved canonical status. It is
now generally accepted as the standard version and has been
reprinted many, many times.

Despite the widespread availability of the Cairo edition, the idea
of printing the Koranic text remained controversial into the twenti-
eth century. When Abdullah Yusuf Ali prepared his bilingual Arabic-
English edition in 1934 (Figure 1.10), he did not use type for the
Arabic, but commissioned special calligraphy, specifically asking the
calligrapher Pir ‘Abdul Hamid to separate words, place vowels close
to the letters to which they relate, and number verses so that they
could be juxtaposed to their English equivalents. The uniformly set
vowels of printed texts such as the St Petersburg edition had clearly
jarred aesthetic sensibilities. Pir ‘Abdul Hamid’s calligraphy was then
transferred to photographic blocks prepared by Master Muhammad
Sharif. Yusuf Ali followed this elaborate procedure, he tells us in the
preface to the first edition, because ‘calligraphy occupies an impor-
tant place in Muslim Art, and it is my desire that my version should
not in any way be deficient in this respect.’® Typeset Arabic, then,
was still considered inferior to handwritten calligraphy. Yusuf Ali’s
edition fulfilled his aims: it has been reprinted many times and is
widely avilable. The aversion to Arabic type, especially for scripture,
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Figure 1.x0 Double page with Sura 72:2—9 in Arabic and English translation from the bilingual edition of *

the Koran prepared by Abdullah Yusuf Ali in 1934.

Yusuf Ali’s bilingual edition of the Koran is the one most frequently used in America. The Arabic text is -
written in the right column, facing a verse-by-verse translation in English on the left, with commentary ina
smaller type at the bottom. Script, size, and technique distinguish the Arabic text, which is not typeset, but

was specially calligraphed by Pir “Abdul Hamid and transferred to photographic blocks prepared by Master
Muhammad Sharif. Even in the twentieth century it was deemed more suitable to transcribe scripture with

handwritten calligraphy.

and the resulting insistence that it follow calligraphic norms created
problems for designers of type fonts (see Chapter 13 for further
details). This incident shows not only that many still desire to see the
Koran as a handwritten document, but also that Arabic calligraphy
continues to carry significant visual resonance for Muslims today,
evoking sanctity and the divine revelation. Following a chapter on
materials and tools, the remainder of this book traces the process of
how calligraphers over the past fourteen hundred years developed
different styles of Arabic script to write the sacred text and other
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jmportant works that were commensurate with the overarching
importance of the Arabic language in the religion and the culture that
that faith engendered.

Notes

I.

Alan S. Kaye, ‘Adaptations of Arabic Script,’ in The World’s Writing
Systems, ed. Peter T. Daniels and William Bright (New York, 1996),
743-62.

Jane Turner (ed.), The Dictionary of Art (London, 1996}: ‘Mesopotamia,’
§111, 5, is a convenient introduction to the reliefs. John Malcolm Russell,
From Nineveh to New York, the Strange Story of the Assyrian Reliefs in
the Metropolitan Museum and the Hidden Masterpiece at Canford
School (New Haven, 1997), Appendix 6, gives a sample text. Irene
Winter, ‘Royal Rhetoric and the Development of Historical Narrative in
Nco-Assyrian Reliefs,’ Studies in Visual Communication 7, no. 2
(Spring 1981): 238, discusses the role of narrative.

See Chapter 13 for a further discussion of Arabic typography and its
sometimes uneasy relationship with Arabic script.

By medieval times, however, writing in the West had lost its public func-
tion and become commemorative and symbolic rather than transmis-
sive and expressive. On this change, see Armando Petrucci, Public
Lettering: Script, Power, and Culture, trans. Linda Lappin {Chicago and
London, 1993). The re-emergence of public writing in the southern
Italian peninsula in the eleventh century might profitably be examined
not only from the internal Western perspective, but also from the exter-
nal view of connections with the nearby Islamic lands, where monu-
mental epigraphy had flourished for centuries.

. The bibliography on Roman script and epigraphy is vast; for a teadable

introduction written by someone who was trained as a sign-painter and
calligrapher, see Edward M. Catich, The Origin of the Serif: Brush
Writing and Roman Letters {Davenport, IA, 1991 [1968]). In his first
work, Letters Redrawn from the Trajan Inscription (Davenport, 14,
1961}, Catich redrew the letters in the Trajan inscription, now in the
National Museum in Rome, to show its fundamental importance. His
work was groundbreaking in using extant examples as a theoretical basis
to cxplain the development of Roman lettering.

. There are several good translations of the Koran into English. The one

used here is Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (New York, 1955;
R1973), the best at conveying the original tone without sacrificing accu-
racy. Arberry, however, used the older numbering system adopted by
Gustav Fliigel (ed.), Corani Textus Arabicus (Leipzig, 1842), but here [
have cited verses according to the numbering system used in the
Standard Egyptian edition. See below, for further details of the various
numbering systems.

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, C. arab. 464, fol. 36a. The paint-
ing is illustrated and discussed in Richard Ettinghausen, Arab Painting
(Geneva, 1962}, 138-40. The text was popular in the early fourteenth
century: for other examples, see Stefano Carboni, ‘The London Qazwini:
An Early 14th-Century Copy of the ‘Aja’ib al-Makhliqat,’ Islamic Art
3 (1988-9): 15-32; Stefano Carboni and Anna Contadini, ‘An Illustrated
Copy of al-Qazwinl’s The Wonders of Creation,” Art at Auction (1990):
228-33.
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Li Si (d. 208 BCE}, prime minister under Qin Shihuangdi, China’s unifier
and first emperor, is traditionally credited with designing small seal
script (xiao zhuanshu), a script designed to replace the orthographic irreg-
ularities of the ones used on oracle bones and bronzes. This script
represents the first standardized system of writing in China. Political
unification was thus equated with unification of script, although
practically such standardization did not occur for several centuries, as
marked by the great codification on the Chinese writing system at the
end of the first century ce in Xu Shen’s dictionary Shuowen jiezi
(Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters). For an introduction to
Chinese writing systems, see the chapters by William G. Bolitz, ‘Early
Chinese Writing,’ in The World’s Writing Systems, 191-9; Victor H. Mair,
‘Modern Chinese Writing,’ in The World’s Writing Systems, 200-8.
Lothar Ledderose, Ten Thousand Things: Module and Mass Production
in Chinese Art, Bollingen Series {Princeton, 2000), Chapter 1, argues that
script was the most powerful instrument to foster cultural coherence in
China. Seal script, which was inscribed on stone stele throughout the
realm, established a precedent that still carries political signfiicance
today; see Robert E. Harrist, ‘Record of the Eulogy on Mt. Tai and
Imperial Autographic Monuments of the Tang Dynasty,’ Oriental Art 46,
no. 2 (2000): 68-79.

See, for example, Shen Fu, Glenn D. Lowry, and Ann Yonemura, From
Concept to Context: Approaches to Asian and Islamic Calligraphy
(Washington, DC, 1986), which gives examples from all three traditions.
The article ‘China, 1V, 1: Calligraphy, Introduction’ in Turner, DoA,
evokes the sense of movement and personality with which Chinese cal-
ligraphy is imbued. For a theoretical overview, see further John Hay,
‘The Human Body as a Microcosmic Source of Macrocosmic Values in
Calligraphy,’” in Theories of the Arts in China, ed. Susan Bush and
C. Murch (Princeton, 1983), 88, where he notes: ‘If there is a single, fun-
damental characterization of [Chinese] calligraphy, it is that of a line of
energy materializing through the brush into the ink-traces.” These
traces, called ‘heart prints’ or ‘mind prints’ (xinyin), reflect the gestures
and inner disposition of the calligrapher. For a practical introduction to
the physical aspects of Chinese writing, see Jean Frangois Billeter, The
Chinese Art of Writing (Geneva, 1990). The same is true in Japan; for a
convenient and recent introduction to Japanese calligraphy, and the
informative comments of two American collectors, see Miyeko Murase,
The Written Image: Japanese Calligraphy and Painting from the Sylvan
Barnet and William Burto Collection (New York, 2002), 11.

In the words of Lothar Ledderose, Mi Fu and the Classical Tradition of
Chinese Calligraphy, Bollingen Series (Princeton, 1979), 29, one of the
distinctive features of Chinese calligraphy is that ‘the process of cre-
ation in all its consecutive phases is visible in the object.” One of the
earliest known treatises on the subject, written in the fifth century cg,
already accords the highest praise to calligraphy imbued with spon-
taneity (ziran). See Ledderose, Ten Thousand Things, 195 and n. 21.
Lothar Ledderose, ‘Chinese Calligraphy: Its Aesthetic Dimension and
Social Function,’ Orientations 17, no. 10 [October 1986}: 35~50, out-
lined three characteristics of Chinese calligraphy that distinguish it
from other traditions, both European and Islamic: (1) the sense of time
and movement imparted by the brushstrokes; (2) the technical and sty-
listic coherence achieved through the use of the same materials - paper
or silk, brush, inkslab, and ink — over the last two thousand years and
the same three types of script — regular (kaishu), semi-cursive (xingshu)
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and fully cursive draft (caoshu, literally, grass); and (3) its mode of
transmission through canonical masterpieces that were inscribed by
Jater masters.

Edoardo Fazzioli, Chinese Calligraphy (New York, 1987) is a convenient
introduction to Chinese characters and their development from pic-
tographs into ideograms.

There are, of course, exceptions to this rule. Handscrolls with copies of
the sutras, for example, contain solely calligraphy. Examples of Chinese
Buddhist sutras from the Tang period (618-907) and earlier are typically
written in columns of characters in finely written seal script, probably
by professional calligraphers; see, for example, Fu, Lowry, and
Yonemura, From Concept to Context, no. 6. More often, however,
writing was added, either by the same artist or by a separate calligrapher,
to illustrated scrolls. One of the earliest and finest examples of this
format is the ‘Admonitions of the Court Instructress’ attributed to Gu-
Kaizhi (341—402), now in the British Museum; see Fu, Lowry, and
Yonemura, From Concept to Context, no. 4. The addition of writing to
image is clear from the layout in which the lines of characters enframe
the scenes. See the example of the handscroll with three letters by Wang
Xizhi (itself a copy) comprised of only two lines but surrounded by a vast
and complicated commentary added over the course of the centuries;
Ledderose, ‘Chinese Calligraphy,’ 46-9 and fig. 16.

Erica Cruikshank Dodd, “The Image of the Word (Notes on the Religious
Iconography of Islam),’ Berytus 18 {1969): 35-62; Erica Cruikshank Dodd
and Shereen Khairallah, The Image of the Word: A Study of Quranic
Verses in Islamic Architecture (Beirut, 1981).

The subject of aurality is not treated in this book, but is of growing inter-
est. See, for example, Kristina Nelson, The Art of Reciting the Qur’an,
Modern Middle East Series Sponsored by the Center for Middle Eastern
Studies, the University of Texas at Austin (Austin, TX, 1985); William
A. Graham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the
History of Religion, rep. 1987 (New York, 1993 [1987]); Michael
Anthony Sells (ed.), Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations
(Ashland, OR, 1999); Encyclopedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane Dammen
McAuliffe (Leiden, 2001), ‘Orality,’ for an introduction to the vocal ele-
ments of the Koran and the importance of Koranic reading and recita-
tion, gira’a and tajwid. For a brief overview of the three forms as applied
to Koranic calligraphy, see Sheila S. Blair, "Written, Spoken, Envisioned:
The Many Facets of the Qur’an in Art, in The Qur’an in Art, ed.
Fahmida Suleman (London, forthcoming).

One might contrast this right-to-left orientation in Arabic script to
Jackson Pollock’s large-scale poured paintings in which the designs flow
from left to right, like writing in Roman script. For a concise description
of his technique, see Francis V. O’Connot’s article in Turner, DoA,
‘Pollock, Jackson'.

The best introduction to Mayan hieroglyphics is still Michael D. Coe,
Breaking the Mayan Code (New York, 1992). See also the recent essay
in Mary Miller, Simon Martin, and Kathleen Berrin, The Courtly Art of
the Ancient Maya (New York, 2004).

Daniels and Bright, The World’s Writing Systems, 4. Arabic is the most
widespread example of an abjad, and the term itself is derived from the
first four letters of Arabic according to their historic order. All known
abjads belong to the Semitic family of scripts, whose morphemic struc-
ture renders the denotation of vowels redundant in most situations.
There are a few exceptions to the consonantal structure of the Arabic
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abjad. The first and last two letters — alif, waw, and ya’ - represent not
only also the glottal stop, w, and y, but also the three long vowels (a, u,
and i).

On the versatility of the Arabic script, see Peter T. Daniels, “The Protean
Arabic Abjad,’ in Humanism, Culture, and Language in the Near
East: Studies in Honor of Georg Krotkoff, ed. Asma Afsaruddin and
A. H. Mathias Zahniser (Winona Lake, IN, 1997/, 369-84. On its adap-
tation for writing Persian, see EI/2: ‘Iran, iii Languages (f): New Persian.’
Vlad Atanasiu, De la fréquence des lettres et de son influence en
calligraphie arabe (Paris, 1999).

On the mystical interpretation of letters, as on many other literary
aspects of calligraphy, see the works by Annemarie Schimmel, includ-
ing Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, 1975), Appendix 1, and
Calligraphy and Islamic Culture (New York, 1984).

There are 11 fd‘ala, IV af‘ala, VI tafa‘ala, VU infa‘ala, VI ifta ‘ala; 1X
if‘alla, and X istaft‘ala.

These points were made recently by William Hanaway and Brian
Spooner, Reading NastaTiq: Persian and Urdu Hands 1500 to the
Present (Costa Mesa, CA, 1995), 11-13.

Lisa Volov (Golombek), ‘Plaited kufic on Samanid Epigraphic Pottery,’
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CHAPTER Two

Materials

THIs BOOK COVERS the development of calligraphy written in Arabic
script on supple supports, and our survey begins with the three main
materials used in the Islamic lands - papyrus, parchment, and paper.!
Papyrus and parchment, the only two writing materials mentioned in
the Koran, were preferred in early Islamic times, but they were even-
tually replaced by paper, which was both cheaper and easier to use. It
also received the most elaborate preparation, and the development of
specialty papers designed as supports for fine calligraphy became an
art form in itself. The nature of the support also affected the type of
pens and inks used and therefore the development of different scripts.

Suppoits

Of the three supports used in the Islamic lands, the most limited -
both chronologically and geographically - is papyrus.2 Papyrus
(Arabic girtas), from which we derive our word paper, is made from
atall fresh-water reed native to Egypt, Cyperus papyrus. Used as early
as 3000 BCE, it became the main writing support in Egypt in classical
times, since it was easier to handle than available alternatives like
wood, skins, and clay tablets. Egyptians maintained a monopoly on
production, and papyrus remained the main writing support in Egypt
until the late tenth century, when it was replaced by its cheaper rival,
paper. When manufactured, papyrus is light-colored, smooth, strong,
and flexible. With age, however, it becomes brittle, and most speci-
mens are now brownish. It can be made in a range of thicknesses and
qualities. Official documents, for example, are done on the finest
quality.

Classical and medieval sources such as Pliny the Elder (writing
around the year 70 Cg) and Abu’l ‘Abbas al-Nabati (d. 1239) describe
how papyrus was manufactured.? Although the sources differ in
detail, the main steps are consistent. The stalk was cut into lengths,
the outer layer of the plant peeled off, and the stalk split. The result-
ing sheets or strips were laid in two layers at right angles to each other
so that the fibers of the stem ran horizontally on one surface and ver-
tically on the other. No glue was necessary, for the natural gummy
substance released when the stalks were cut served to bind the pieces
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Figure 2.1 Drawing of the
typical papryus roll used in
early Islamic times.

The typical roll comprised
twenty pieces of papyrus, each
made up of two sheets pasted
together at right angles. The
fibers run vertically on the
inside but horizontally on the
exterior, thereby helping to
maintain the shape of the roll.
A heavier sheet called the
protocollon was pasted in the
opposite direction to the
béginning of the roll; it
contains the text of the
protocol inscribed horizontally
on the inner side.
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together into a sheet as they dried. Once dried, the square sheet was
rubbed and beaten with a mallet to smooth the surface.

The sheets in turn were pasted to form a roll, which could measure
more than two meters in length.* On the outside, the fibers ran hor-
izontally, perpendicular to the length of the roll, thereby helping to
preserve its shape (Figure 2.1). On the inside, the fibers of the papyrus
ran vertically, parallel to the length of the roll. In early Islamic times
the typical roll comprised twenty sheets, as it had in Roman times.
Papyrus was sold in complete rolls or in sections comprising one-
sixth of the roll. These sections were called tumar, from the Greek
tomarion.’

In both classical and early Islamic times, an extra and heavier sheet
of papyrus was attached to the roll for the heading. Called a pro-
tokollon (whence the English protocollon), this preliminary sheet
was attached to the other sheets in the roll in the opposite fashion.
In Islamic times, the protocol, or text on the inside of this prelimi-
nary sheet, was written in Greek until 74 or 75 (693-5 c&) when
bilingual protocols were introduced under the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd
al-Malik. From the time of the Umayyad caliph Hisham {r. 724-43),
the protocol was given solely in Arabic. Arabic protocols contain the
basmala, or invocation to God; various religious formulas from the
Koran (e.g., 3:173, 9:33, and 9:61); prayers for the Prophet; the names
of the caliph and governor of Egypt/head of the provincial treasury or

" both; the place of production, and sometimes the name of the super-

visor. All extant Arabic protocols are written with bold strokes,
measuring some § mm, probably using a brush or bulrush cut on a
slant (Figure 2.2).% In later examples specially colored inks were used
to distinguish all or parts of this text. By contrast, the main part of
the document was written with a split reed pen, which can leave a
double line outlining the strokes of the letters. It produced a much
narrower stroke, measuring approximately 1 mm. Thus, even in doc-
uments from early Islamic times, copyists were aware of the visual
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impact of distinguishing the heading by using a larger or different
script with attenuated letters and colored ink. The protocol (and the
papyrus on which it is written) was evidently valuable, because the
protocol sheet was sometimes detached from the roll and the reverse
reused for another purpose. This fragmentary papyrus with the
Arabic protocol on one side, for example, contains ten lines from a
letter added on the other side.

In early Islamic times papyrus was reserved for documents and
letters. A few papyrus fragments bear Koranic verses, but they seem
to have been personal anthologies or talismans, and no complete
copies of the Koran written on papyrus are known.” Muslims clearly
deemed papyrus inappropriate to support the divine revelation, as
had Jews and Christians, who used parchment for copies of the Torah
and the Bible. Papyrus was too closely associated with the bureau-
cracy and the profane.

43

Figure 2.2 Fragment of a
protocollon.

This fragment contains a
protocol written on papyrus in
Arabic in a brownish ink with
a large pen or brush whose
stroke measures 5 mm. The
heavier sheet used for the
protocol often became
detached and was reused, as
here where the other side
contains ten lines of a letter
probably written in the ninth
century.
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Instead, the material used to make codices in early Islamic times,
as in earlier periods, was parchment, known in Arabic as raqq, riqq,
or jild and referring to the skin of various animals.® Goat, calf,
donkey, and even gazelle skins are sometimes mentioned in the
sources, but they are unlikely and unverified by testing,® and the
most common was sheep skin. To make a suitable surface for writing,
preferably with both sides as similar as possible, the skin had to be
carefully prepared. It was cured, scraped to remove any fat or flesh
remaining on the inside, sanded, stretched taut, and then dried. The
process took weeks.

Despite these preparations, it is often possible to distinguish the
hair from the flesh side of a parchment sheet prepared in the Islamic
lands.! Traces of scraping, for example, are often visible on the flesh
side, which is generally whiter and velvety to the touch. The ink
adheres better to the hair side, which often shows traces of follicles
(Figure 5.4).1! The size of the parchment folios depends, of course, on
the size of the animal. The largest examples known, such as the
parchment leaf in a marriage contract between Kirwash ibn Humayd
and ‘Aziza, daughter of someone whose name as been read as Khadij,
in Ramadan 461/June-July 1069, measure 85 X 82 cm.!?

Parchment could be tinted. Some surviving examples from the
Islamic period are tinted orange, and in the most famous case blue
(Figure 4.10).13 It was difficult, however, to dye finished parchment
since immersing the sheet in a vat of liquid dye can cause it to shrink
or cockle. Therefore, color was usually added to parchment by paint-
ing it with a colored substance.

Parchment was an expensive material; its value is evident from
that fact that it, like the protocol sheet, was sometimes reused. The
parchment could be washed or scraped and then reinscribed with
another text as a palimpsest. Some of the folios from a very old copy
of the Koran found hidden in the ceiling of the mosque at San‘a in the
Yemen, for example, are rewritten over another text (Figure 4.7).14

Old parchment sheets were also reused in bindings.!®> Sometimes
they were pasted to the inside of a leather-covered wooden board.
Such a pastedown functioned like a doublure, serving to decorate the
interior of the binding. Sometimes the parchment sheet also had a
structural function. It could be folded around the first and last gath-
erings of the textblock, then sewn together with them, and glued to
the inside of the cover. In this way, the parchment leaf provided a
‘bond, albeit a weak one, between textblock and binding. The only
complete book preserved in the cache found in the mosque at San‘a
is made in this way. Parchment sheets were also cut up into bands to
reinforce the spine of the textblock.

For use in manuscripts, parchment leaves were generally ruled
with a dry point or occasionally marked with black lead or ink.
Somewhat contrary to expectation, in early Koran manuscripts on
parchment, this ruling, which was commonly used for the illumina-
tion, was not often used to guide the calligrapher in transcription,
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even though the textblock was often set out along geometric lines.!¢
One of the signs of a good calligrapher in this period was his ability
to write uniformly without a guide. One of the rare exceptions is the
so-called Blue Koran (Figure 4.10), and the ruling found there can be
used as evidence supporting a late, probably tenth century, dating.

Paper, the third material used served as a support for writing in
the Islamic lands, was the last to be introduced but became the
most common and the cheapest.!” Paper had been invented in China
several centuries before the Common Era, and merchants and mis-
sionaries quickly spread paper and knowledge of papermaking from
China to neighboring lands. Both the material and the technology
traveled westward along the Silk Road; by the eighth century
both were exploited in Central Asia. According to the most famous
account repeated by the Arab historian al-Tha‘alibi (d. 1038) in his
Book of Curious and Entertaining Information, Chinese prisoners
captured by the Arab commander Ziyad ibn Salih introduced paper-
making to Samarqand in 751 after the battle of Talas, in which the
Arabs defeated the Chinese.!® Although al-Tha‘alibi’s details may be
wrong (why, for example, would papermakers be soliders?) and his
story somewhat of a topos, this general context for the introduction
of paper to the Muslim lands is probably correct.

The Central Asian origin for the Islamic tradition is confirmed by
the first Arabic word for paper, kaghad, which derives from Soghdian
and Uyghur words. They are commonly thought to derive in turn
from the Chinese word gu-zhi, ‘paper made from paper-mulberry
[bark],” althought recent research suggests that they may in fact
derive from the Greek chartas, itself the source for another early
Arabic word for paper, girtas.”® It referred initially to papyrus,
papyrus rolls, and parchment; girtas was used in this sense in the
Koran (6:7 and 6:91), with reference to writings on separate sheets.
The standard Arabic word for paper — common by the ninth century
and still used today - is waraq (pl. awraq), literally meaning foliage
or leaf, probably a short form of the phrase waraq girtas, leaf of paper.

Under the ‘Abbasids in the ninth century, paper replaced papyrus
and parchment for record-keeping in the chancery. The great North
African historian and philosopher Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) credits
al-Fadl ibn Yahya al-Barmaki (d. 808), vizier to the caliph Harun
al-Rashid, with introducing paper-manufacturing to Baghdad.?®
According to Ibn Khaldun, the vizier did so because parchment was
in short supply and he needed more writing materials. Paper also had
one great advantage over other supports: since paper absorbed ink, the
writing on it could not easily be erased, as it could from papyrus and
parchment. Documents written on paper were therefore more secure
from forgery.

The new availability of paper in the ninth century spurred an
extraordinary burst of literary creativity in virtually all subjects from
theology to the natural sciences and belles lettres. Scholars began to
copy books on paper. The oldest Arabic book copied on paper to
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survive is a manuscript dated to 848 that was discovered recently in
the regional library of Alexandria, Egypt,?! and other loose pages or
undated books may be earlier. The second oldest, which is better
known and well published, is a fragment of a treatise by the gram.
marian Abu ‘Ubayd (d. 838) on unusual terms in the Traditions
of the Prophet dated Dhu’l-Qa’da 252/November-December 866
(Figure s.1). It is made of stiff opaque paper that has turned dark
brown and has a tendency to split along the edges, with text written
in brownish black ink in a round hand.

From the ninth century, paper was regularly used in the Islamic
lands for many types of manuscripts, including Christian, secular,
and theological texts. There seems, however, to have been some
resistance to using this new material for transcribing the Koran, for
the first surviving Koran manuscripts copied on paper date from
almost a century later. The earliest (Figure 5.3) is a four-volume
vertical-format manuscript transcribed by the calligrapher ‘Ali ibn
Shadhan al-Razi (i.e., from Rayy in northern Iran) in 361/971-2.22 The
most famous early manuscript of the Koran on paper (Figure 5.8) is
that transcribed at Baghdad in 391/1000-1 by the noted calligrapher
‘Ali ibn Hilal, known as Ibn al-Bawwab.??

The introduction of paper seems to have brought other changes in
book production. It engendered the development of new styles of
calligraphy. ‘Ali ibn Shadhan al-Razi, for example, copied his Koran
in a distinctive style with diagonal or bent letters, and Ibn al-
Bawwab used a distinctive rounded hand. In addition, the typical
book format changed from horizontal (landscape) to vertical (por-
trait). Despite the introduction of paper, parchment remained
common for Koran manuscripts at least until the tenth or eleventh
century and continued to be used in the Maghrib until the four-
teenth century.2*

Only one brief account of papermaking survives from medieval
Islamic times. It is part of a treatise on making books, ‘Umdat al-
kuttab wa uddat dhawi al-albab (Staff of the scribes and implements
of the discerning), written by al-Mu‘izz ibn Badis (1007-61), prince of
the Zirid dynasty which ruled what is now Tunisia and eastern
Algeria from 1016 to 1062.2° Ibn Badis describes making paper from
raw flax on a floating screen. Examination of extant paper shows,
however, that for centuries this rather primitive technique had been
superseded throughout the Islamic lands by more sophisticated

“methods in which waste materials, such as rags and old ropes, were
exploited as the primary source of fiber and the mold was dipped into
a large vat of pulp suspended in water. This is only one of several dis-
crepancies between what Ibn Badis describes and what extant speci-
mens tell us. These discrepancies suggest that Ibn Badis’ information
should not necessarily be taken as fact.

Papermaking, which requires clean water to soak the flax and fast
flowing water to power the mills, spread across the Islamic lands from
Central Asia to Iraq, Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and finally Spain.
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Islamic paper was prized in medieval times and often exported to
furope, where papermaking developed only in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries after Muslims had established paper mills in Spain
and Sicily. By the fourteenth century, however, Europeans, who had
access to more abundant water and waterpower, began to make
cheaper and more abundant, if at first not necessarily better, paper
than that manufactured in the Islamic lands. By the mid-fourteenth
century chanceries in North Africa had started to use Western paper,
and European paper was occasionally used for manuscripts produced
in the eastern Islamic lands. A single-volume manuscript of the Koran
ascribed to Iran or Iraq c. 1350, for example, is transcribed on Italian
paper datable to the 1340s.2¢ This manuscript, however, is the excep-
tion rather than the rule. While European papers made steady progress
in the Islamic lands to the south and east of the Mediterranean,
papermakers in Iran and the east produced increasingly fine papers
well into the sixteenth century.

To make paper worthy of fine calligraphy, it has to be prepared
properly. The paper has to be sized to prevent the ink from penetrat-
ing the fibers. The size (ahar) used in Islamic paper was some sort of
starch-based substance, usually a mixture of rice powder, starch, or
quince kernels along with egg white and other ingredients. It could
take the form of a liquid, paste, or powder. Sizing allows the calligra-
pher to correct mistakes since the ink remains on the surface. The
ragged edges of letters, for example, can be wiped away with a bit of
cotton, licked off, or scraped away.

Next, the paper is rubbed or burnished to make it smooth and sta-
bilize the sizing. Burnishing has to follow sizing relatively quickly,
for if raw paper is not burnished within a week, the size will crack
during burnishing. To burnish a sheet, the craftsman usually laid it
on a smooth surface such as a wooden plank and then rubbed it with
some sort of smooth heavy tool. Ottoman calligraphers used a
wooden burnisher with handles on either end and a protruding piece
of polished flint in the center,” and a marginal illustration from
an album compiled for the Mughal emperor Jahangir (Figure 2.3)
shows a craftsman using a heavy mallet.?® Others used an agate egg
or similar object.

Most paper used for fine manuscripts or calligraphic exercises
was then ruled with a device called a mastar(a) or mistara, a set of
strings stretched over a pasteboard, or occasionally wooden, frame
(Figure 2.4).2° To make the ruler for pages in a particular manuscript
or for a particular type of calligraphic exercise, the calligrapher cal-
culates the proper spacing of lines on the page. He draws the arrange-
ment on a piece of pasteboard and then sews the lines with a single
thread. Horizontal lines indicate the baselines for the calligraphy;
vertical lines at the sides indicate the written area. This specimen,
for example, rules a prose text with twenty-five lines in a block meas-
uring 16 by 9 cm. To use it, the craftsman placed the ruling frame
below the sheets of paper and then rubbed, either with his nail or
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Figure 2.3 Page from an
album made for the Mughal
emperor Jahangir in the
opening decade of the
seventeenth century.

The center contains a
calligraphic exercise {git @) in
nasta Tiq by the Timurid
calligrapher Mir ‘Ali Husayni
Haravi; the gold-painted border
shows six vignettes of book-
making. Reading from upper
right counterclockwise, they
show a calligrapher burnishing
a sheet, a bookbinder stamping
a cover and another trimming
the edges of a bound volume,

a carpenter making a wooden
bookstand, an illuminator
melting gold, and a
calligrapher writing in an
already bound volume.
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with a heavier tool, producing thin guidelines that are raised on the
upper surface of the support and indented on the lower.

The mastar became popular only in medieval times. Calligraphers
working on paper in early Islamic times apparently continued the
practice of those working on parchment and did not rule their man-
uscripts in this way. There is no trace, for example, of a ruling in the
manuscript of the Koran penned by Ibn al-Bawwab in 391/1000-1
(Figure 5.8). Other methods of ruling were also used, particularly in
early Islamic times. A large, seven-part manuscript of the Koran
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Figure 2.4 Mastar.

The mastar, a set of cotton
strings stretched over a frame,
was used to rule the page. This
example, which produces a
written area with twenty-five
lines measuring some 16 X 9
cm, probably dates from
seventeenth- or eighteenth-
century Iran or India, to judge
from the marbled borders, but
such devices were used already
in the early middle period.
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copied on paper in broken cursive and datable to the eleventh
century, for example, was ruled with a drypoint, like some parch-
ment manuscripts.®9

Ruling became popular during the period of the Six Pens (see
Chapter 7). The master calligrapher Yaqut, for example, used it in his
Koran penned in 685/1286 (Figure 7.1). Standard from this point on,
ruling became the basic unit of measurement for a manuscript. Thus,
the sixteenth century chronicler Dust Muhammad reports that when
Baysunghur wanted a copy of the album (jung) that had been prepared
for the Jalayirid ruler Sultan Ahmad (r. 1382-1410), the Timurid
prince asked his artists to produce a book in exactly the same shape
and ruling (gat* wa mastar).?! In later times, the horizontal laid lines
of the paper could also be used to guide the calligrapher, although
they are technically not a ruling.

Special papers

Of all the steps taken in the Islamic lands to prepare paper for fine cal-
ligraphy, the most distinctive was to tint the sheets, and colored and
decorated papers have been popular for the finest manuscripts and
individual specimens produced across the Islamic lands since
medieval times.32 Before the invention of chemical bleaches in the
eighteenth century, the color of the support depended on the materi-
als from which it was made. Early Islamic papers (e.g., Figure 5.1) have
a brownish cast, but by the thirteenth century a taste had emerged for
whiter paper (e.g., Figure 7.2), a change suggesting that papermakers
had refined their materials and techniques. By the fifteenth century, -
the taste for colored paper was firmly established. The Timurid artist
and librarian Simi Nishapuri reports that it is better to give paper a
slight tint because white is hard on the eyes.?® Simi adds that the
master calligrapic specimens he observed were done on tinted paper,
and extant specimens (e.g., Figure 7.14) bear out his claim.

The taste for such paper probably developed from examples
imported from China, where colored papers had been produced since
pre-Islamic times.3* At first artists in the Islamic lands may have used
imported papers, but the expense and desirability of these exotic
commodities led artists to develop their own techniques and materi-
als for making colored, gold-decorated, and marbled papers as well as
paper-cuts. The first surviving examples of dyed paper made in the

‘Islamic lands date from the period of Mongol rule in Iran, when it was
used for both individual specimens and entire manuscripts. The most
popular colors were red or orange, although one manuscript in the
Chester Beatty Library has paper dyed olive.?® The taste for colored
papers spread quickly to the Maghrib, as, for example, in a famous
five-volume manuscript of the Koran datable before 807/1405 that is
copied on brownish-purple paper (Figure 9.12).36 Persian treatises give
many sources, both vegetal and mineral, used to obtain these colors,?’
and the Ottomans followed a similar process to color their papers.®®

50



MATERIALS

From the end of the fourteenth or beginning of the fifteenth century,
calligraphers in Iran and adjacent areas of the eastern Islamic lands
developed even fancier types of specially decorated papers. One tech-
nique was to embellish the sheet with gold-flecking or gold-sprinkling
[Persian zar-afshani). Various sorts of gold and silver paper had been
used in China at least since the Tang period (618-907).%° As part of the
exchanges between Persian rulers and the Ming emperors in the late
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, rolls of Chinese paper splashed
with gold and painted in gold with birds, flowers, and landscape scenes
were imported to Iran where they were cut up and used for several
manuscripts made for the Timurids and their contemporaries. The
earliest dated examples to survive are two copies of Farid al-Din
‘Attar’s poetry made at Herat for the Timurid ruler Shahrukh c. 1438.4°

Colored and gold-decorated Chinese papers were apparently taken
from Herat to Turkoman courts in Western Iran, where they were
used for several smaller manuscripts. One example (Figure 2.5) is a
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Figure 2.5 Double page from a
copy of Mir Haydar
Khwarazmi’s Makhzan al-asrar
transcribed by Sultan ‘Ali
Qu’ini for the Aggoyunlu ruler
Ya‘qub and finished on 2§
Jumada I 883/24 August 1478.

Sultan ‘Ali Qa’ini transcribed
this small manuscript on
Chinese paper that was dyed
blue and decorated in gold with
a landscape of a river, hills, and
two birds in a flowering tree.
The individual sheets were cut
both horizontally and vertically
from the roll to maximize the
amount of gold painting visible
around the written area.
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copy of Mir Haydar Khwarazmi’s Chaghatay poem Makhzan al-asray
(Treasury of Secrets) made for the Aqqoyunlu ruler Ya‘qub and
finished on 25 Jumada I 883/24 August 1478.4 The text on its thirty.
five small folios is copied on paper that has been dyed light blue,
sprinkled with gold, and painted in gold with birds, flowers, and land.
scape scenes. Such imported paper was clearly precious, for the
Aqgoyunlu artists cut sheets both horizontally and vertically from
the rolls in order to maximize the amount of gold-painting that fel]
in the margins and would remain visible after Sultan ‘Ali Qa’ini had
transcribed the text in the center of each page. Here, for example, the
right page was cut horizontally from the roll and reoriented 9o° clock-
wise so that much of the landscape scene with the pagoda falls in the
margin. Aqqoyunlu artists’ desire to maximize the painted area is
clear from the fact that other pages in the manuscript are made
by cutting them vertically from the roll or reorienting them in the
opposite direction.

Given the cost of the gold-decorated paper imported from China,
it is no surprise that Iranian artists began to make their own. Though
not as fine quality as the Chinese prototype, the local variety was also
expensive and heavy. Gold-sprinkled paper was used mainly, though
not exclusively, for borders and was particularly in demand at this
time when painters were exploiting the aesthetic possibilities of the
margin.*> It was typically used in the scrapbook album (muraqqa) of
calligraphy and paintings to unite the varying pages with disparate
compositions into a single book. Since gold did not tarnish, it was
more effective than silver, which was occasionally used in the same
way, but which tends to darken near the margins where the air seeps
between the pages and oxydizes the metal.

Texts and extant examples show that gold-speckled paper was
popular in Timurid and Turkoman ateliers. According to Dawlatshah
(d. 1494 or 1507), amir and courtier at the court of the last Timurid
ruler Sultan Husayn (r. 1470-1506), gold-sprinking was already prac-
ticed by Simi Nishapuri, an artist who had worked in Khurasan at the
court of Baysunghur’s son, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla (d. 1460), and the small but’
fine anthology copied by Sharaf al-Din Husayn at Shamkha (Shirvan)
in 873/1468 already uses three colors (blue, pink, and mauve) of gold-
sprinkled paper.*® From the late fifteenth century onward gold-
sprinkled borders were typical of the finest poetic manuscripts made
in the eastern Islamic lands. Superb gold-sprinkled borders were

“added, for example, around the pages of cut-out calligraphy in the
copy of the poems by the Timurid ruler Sultan Husayn (Figure 2.6).4

From the sixteenth century onward, borders with even more elab-
orate gold painting became standard in prize manuscripts made for
the Safavid, Uzbek, and Mughal courts. Many designs incorporate
arabesques, and some examples, such as the gold-painted margins
in the superb copy of Nizami’s Khamsa copied by Shah Mahmud
Nishapuri at Tabriz between 1539 and 1543 (Figure 10.8), have birds
and animals cavorting among flowers and trees.*s Gold-decorated
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Figure 2.6 Page from a
partially dispersed copy of the
Divan (Collected Works) of
Sultan Husayn Mirza, c. 1490.
The last Timurid ruler Sultan
Husayn was a poet and
bibliophile. This exquisite
copy of his collected poems
was made for him c. 1490 by
cutting out the nasta liq
letters from sheets of cream,
light blue, and gold paper and
pasting them on a dark-blue or
green ground and set within
colorful rulings and gold-
flecked margins.



INTRODUCTION

borders were also common in the formally planned albums contain.
ing specimens of calligraphy and painting made for these courts,
These albums typically have a double page of calligraphic exerciseg
with figural borders followed by a double page of paintings with flora]
or abstract borders. The finest of these decorated borders were pro.
duced in Mughal India, where leading artists were often responsible
for the marginal scenes.*¢

The recto of a detached page from an album made for the Mugha]
emperor Jahangir is a good example (Figure 2.3).4” The gold-painted
border shows six vignettes of book embellishment done in the style
of the court artists Aqa Riza and Govardhan. The borders surround a
calligraphic specimen (git‘a) by the sixteenth-century calligrapher
Mir ‘Ali, whose signature is visible in small letters written vertically
along the left side in two cloud panels.*® Although his art was not
universally appreciated in his own day, later connoisseurs avidly
collected his work.*

Another type of decorated paper popular for calligraphy in later
Islamic times was marbled paper, called kaghaz-i abri in Persian
and ebrii in Turkish, both derived from the word for cloud. To make
it, the marbler uses a brush or pipette to add drops of colorant to
the surface of a bath, usually a mixture of gum tragacanth and water,
Gall is sometimes added to help disperse the colors on the surface.
The marbler works the drops of color with pointed instruments and
combs to create shot patterns. Once he has obtained the desired
pattern, he slides a sheet of prepared paper on the surface of the bath,
and immediately it takes up the design created. For each sheet the
marbler has to start afresh.”

Scholars have debated where and when marbled paper developed in
the Islamic lands. Some have argued for India, others for Iran or
Turkey; some for the fifteenth century, others for the sixteenth.5! In
fact, the introduction of marbled paper in the Islamic lands may well
have been another adaption of a type of paper imported from China:
literary references suggest that marbled paper, like gold-decorated
paper, had been produced there for several hundred years, and the
technique of marbling, like gold-decorating, seems to have developed
in Timurid and Turkoman lands in the fifteenth century. Some of the
earliest attempts at introducing colored patterns to paper, a sort of
proto-marbling, are found in small oblong anthologies of Persian
poetry made in Iran in the mid-fifteenth century. One in the

" Bibliotheéque Nationale includes sheets that are tinted ocher, violet,
or salmon. Color was added in other ways as well. On one side of
some sheets, the papermaker splattered color; on others he stenciled
figures or geometric compositions. As in the albums, the spattered
and stenciled pages are arranged so that when the volume is open,
facing pages have the same decoration (although some have now been
detached from the volume). On yet other pages, the papermaker
added colorant to produce the effect of a red or brown slur (coulé). The
manuscript is a masterpiece: in addition to the many colored pages,
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itis a calligraphic tour de force with interlacing bands containing fine
nasta Tiq script.? _

By the end of the fifteenth century, marbling was an assured art
in Iran, as attested by a tiny anthology transcribed by Sultan
Muhammad Nur at Herat in 905/1499-1500.% The calligrapher, a dis-
ciple of Sultan ‘Ali Mashhadi who worked at Herat in the early
safavid period, was renowned for his work in color, and this small
manuscript has pages with red and orange marbling alongside other
pages tinted beige, pink, and green. Sultan Muhammad Nur’s col-
Jeague Mir ‘Ali Haravi did similar work,* and some sheets were sent
as gifts to India.®5 Although marbled paper was used occasionally as
asupport for calligraphic specimens, it - like dyed and gold-decorated
paper — was typically reserved for other purposes, such as endpapers,
bookcovers, and most often spectacular borders, as in the ones added
by the Safavids around text pages in the copy of Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s
Mantiq al-Tayr (Figure 7.17).5

One other paper technique, however, was used for the calligraphy
itself: the paper-cut, called gat‘in Persian and kat in Turkish. Like
gold-decorated and marbled papers, the art of paper-cutting seems to
have developed in Timurid times, and it too may have come to
Central Asia from China, where there was a long folk tradition of
paper-cutting.%” In the Islamic lands, as part of the florescence of the
arts of the book, paper-cutting was expanded from figural and floral
subjects to arabesques and writing.

Paper-cutting was first applied to calligraphy in Arabic script in the
fifteenth century. Examples of collage (cut-out letters pasted onto a
background of contrasting color, usually light on dark), and, more
rarely, découpage (a sheet of contrasting color mounted behind a sheet
from which letters are cut out) survive from the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries. One of the earliest is a small manuscript of the
hundred sayings attributed to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib copied by Muhammad
ibn Sayyidi Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Sufi al-Maraghi in 876/1471-2.58 The
manuscript is a technical tour de force, displaying the calligrapher’s
skill in a wide variety of scripts, including the Six Pens, nasta Tiq, and
taliq, executed in both collage and découpage.

Cut-out calligraphy, like so many other arts of the book, became
popular at the court of the Timurid ruler Sultan Husayn. The most
famous example is a manuscript of his collected poetry in the variant
of Turkish known as Chaghatay, eastern Turkish, or Turki.*® To make
this page with couplets with a ghazal, or ode, about union with God
[Figure 2.6), sheets of pale-blue, yellow, white, and brown paper were
cut to form letters, syllables, and words in nasta Tiq script that were
Pasted on a dark-green ground. An exquisitely illuminated band was
added at the top, and the page glued to another in the contrasting
color (blue). The sandwich page was then inserted into gold-flecked
green borders like a window inside a frame, and blue, orange, and gold
rulings added around the page with written area, leaving space at the
bottom for the descending tail of mim, to hide the join between
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window and frame.®° The cut-out work is often attributed to Shaykh
‘Abdallah of Herat, considered the best practitioner of this art ip
Timurid times. He was but one star in the firmament,*! and the many
Persian craftsmen and artists who emigrated to Istanbul in the early
sixteenth century probably brought the art of paper-cutting to
Ottoman Turkey, when it reached even greater heights.5?

The arts of coloring, decorating, and cutting paper were closely -
connected, and many artists were skilled in more than one craft. The
interrelation of these paper arts and calligraphy can be seen in the
opening pages (Figure 2.7} to a small collection of forty hadith, or
sayings of the Prophet, made for the Ottoman prince Mehmed ¢,
1540.9 The colophon is signed by the cut-out calligrapher ‘Abd al. -
Hayy ‘Ali. The eight pages have horizontal panels of Arabic written
in the large script called tawqi‘ alternating with diagonal panels of -
the Persian translation written in nasta Tiq. The letters, cut out in =
white or pale blue, as well as pointing and dotting, cut out in gold, are
pasted on deep-rose or olive-green grounds. Some margins are plain, -
others gold-sprinkled, and still others marbled in blue and white.

This collection of hadith also marks the first known appearance of =
florists’ flowers in Ottoman art, a subject that was to dominate
Ottoman court art from the late sixteenth century. The illuminated =
headpiece is adorned with blue and red flowers, and the doublure of
the lacquered binding is decorated with a garden of roses, tulips,
prunus, violets, dianthus, and iris. These floral themes were soon
incorporated into the other fancy papers made for the Ottomans. Some
of the most elaborate marbled papers made for the Ottomans contain
stylized flowers, including pansies, carnations, hyacinths, tulips, and
daisies. Similarly, in Ottoman hands, the art of paper-cutting was not -
confined to calligraphy but expanded to miniature gardens replete
with flowers, shrubs, and trees executed in collage that mimicked the
actual gardens cultivated by the sultans. The greatest of the paper-
cutters of late Ottoman times was Fakhri of Bursa (d. 1617), the only
paper-cutter mentioned by the Ottoman chronicler Mustafa “Ali in his
history of calligraphers and artists written in 1580 and one whose
work was deemed worthy of royal albums.%

The paper-cut marks the ultimate conceit in the art of calligraphy.
Whereas calligraphers in earlier periods had expanded their art by
refining new scripts, calligraphers at these well-to-do courts in later
Islamic times refined the same scripts but developed new and some-
what exotic techniques in which to execute them. Some Ottoman
calligraphers tried to hide their penstrokes and make the flow of the
ink appear seamless, even when writing a long phrase that must have
required the calligrapher to charge his pen repeatedly.®> The same
effect is achieved here by cutting the word out from a single sheet,
thereby removing ink and flow from the process entirely. Although
somewhat of a rarefied idea, this art lives on today in the combina-
tion of cut-outs and calligraphy practiced by modern Turkish
artists.%
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Figure 2.7 Opening double page from a collection of hadith prepared for the Ottoman prince Mehmed, c. 154o0.
This short manuscript epitomizes the arts of the book as refined under the Ottomans in the sixteenth

century, with tinted, gold-spinkled and marblized papers; cut-out calligraphy by ‘Abd al-Hayy °Ali; and
exquisite illumination, including the first dated example of florists’ flowers. Each full page has three
horizontal panels of Traditions written in Arabic in tawqi script, each followed by two explanatory couplets
in Persian cut-out in the hanging nasta 7ig and set either diagonally in the middle or horizontally at the top

and bottom of the page. The pages thus contrast languages, scripts, and colors as symmetry and balance
triumph over readability.

Pens and pen cases

The traditional implement used for writing Arabic script is the reed
pen, or galam (Figure 2.8). Such pens wear out quickly, and no exam-
ples have survived from medieval times, so we must depend on textual
Sources to establish how such pens were traditionally made.?’
According to the tenth century geographer al-Muqaddasi, for example,
vellowish white reeds were cut from beds in marshy or wet areas. The
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Figure 2.8 Reed pens and
ingredients for inks, including
gum arabic, gallnuts,
pomegranate skins, walnut
shells, fenegreek, and smagh.

Calligraphers in the Islamic
lands always used a reed pen
(galam). Each different script

required a reed of a different

size with a differently cut nib.
Metal tannate inks were made
from gallnuts and metallic
salts such as vitriol or alum
bound together with gum
arabic. Carbon-based inks were
often made from lamp black,
but calligraphers today in the
Maghrib pen amulets from
smagh, made from sheep’s
milk rich in carbonized suint,
the natural grease from sheep’s
wool.

marshes of Iraq and the swamps of Egypt and Fars were renowned for -
their firm reeds that did not wear away quickly and had straight fibers. -
The pen was made from a tube of reed cut between two knots.

Like most artists, calligraphers lavished great care on the imple-
ments of their art, and the desire for a durable material for the pen led
calligraphers in modern times to exploit new and often imported mate-
rials, whose exoticism added to their allure.% In the early nineteenth
century, for example, Javanese pilgrims to Mecca introduced pens
made from the hard, straight, and slender thorn of a palm tree native .
to Indonesia and Malaysia. Ottoman calligraphers readily adopted
these ‘Java pens,” which were extremely durable and had little need of -
recutting, to transcribe the Koran and other lengthy texts, affixing a
normal reed to the thorn pen as a handle. Calligraphers in late
Ottoman times also used other materials such as bamboo and wood to-
make larger pens for writing thick or large letters needed for the enor-
mous cardboard or wooden panels (Turkish levhalar) (Figure 11.11).

These other types of pens, however, are the exception rather than
the rule: they were used only in the last few centuries when new.
and rarified techniques of writing and papermaking were developed,
particularly under the Ottomans. In most places and times, the reed
pen was standard and its use so ubiquitous that it became a literary
cliché. The type of reed used for a pen was also used for a flute

58



MATERIALS

(Persian nay), and poets and mystics often compared the two.%° The
mystical poet Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273), also known as Mawlavi,
evoked the reed flute in one of the most famous passages from
classical Persian poetry, the stunning verses opening his long poem,
Mathnavi-yi Ma’navi (The Mathnavi of Intrinsic Meaning). Listen,
he says, to the song of the reed flute as it laments its separation from
the reed bed, reveals the secrets of love and longing, and casts the fire
of love into the human soul.”

Poets evoked the reed pen in similar terms. It too has been sepa-
rated from the reed bed. It too is hollow, and it too is filled with sweet-
ness when conveying the words of love. Both recount the secrets in
men’s minds: the pen puts them on paper in undulating lines, the
flute expresses them in undulating strains of notes. Modern poets
continue to use this imagery. Hasan Massoudy began his recent
pook on Arabic calligraphy, Calligraphie arabe vivante, with a
maxim by the French poet and surrealist Louis Aragon (1897-1982)
that ‘From the musical line and the written line have emerged the
flute and the pen.’’!

To be used for writing, the fresh reed has to be seasoned. Literary
sources again provide somewhat generalized descriptions, which
may be apocryphal. Some mention, for example, that the reed should
be left to steep like hemp and kept submerged in water. Others report
that the reed was buried, traditionally for a period of four years, in
horse manure which maintains a constant warm temperature. In
both cases, the reed hardened and darkened to reddish, light, or dark
brown, or even black.”

The seasoned reed is then sliced at the thicker end to form a nib
(iilfa), which is slit to a point. The calligrapher trims the nib by laying
the reed against a small flat slab (Arabic migadda; Persian nay-qat9,
generally a piece of ivory or bone that has a small groove to secure
the tip of the pen. Using a special sharp knife with a long handle, the
calligrapher then slits the point with a sharp transverse cut. This
opening (shaqq) becomes a reservoir containing a small store of ink,
which flows down to the nib as the calligrapher writes. Court callig-
raphers in later times sought exotic and expensive materials for these
implements as well, using tortoiseshell or mother-of-pearl for the
slab and gold-inlaid steel, enameled gold, ivory, coral, mother-of-
pearl, or ebony for the handle of the penknife, sometimes embossing
its blade with the maker’s name.”® Calligraphers are said to have
ttimmed the nib while sitting cross-legged as they did while writing
[Figure 12.1).74

Trimming the nib was a speciality; good cutting was considered half
the script. To write the angular scripts typical of early Islamic times,
the nib was usually trimmed flat, but with the predominance of round
hands, an oblique cut became popular. The treatise by the tenth-
century calligrapher Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, who wrote just at the
time of this transformation from angular to round scripts, mentions
that the pen can be nibbed in different ways: oblique, even, upright,
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and inclined, but that the best is the oblique cut with a medium
slant.”® This became the standard, particularly in the eastern Islamic
lands: the Timurid calligrapher Sultan ‘Ali Mashhadi, for example,
also advocated a middling cut in his section on trimming the nib.76

In later times, the letters were measured in terms of dots formed
by pressing the nib of the reed pen on the paper. Placed at a 45° angle
to the horizontal, the nib was drawn downwards and to the right tq
produce a perfect diamond. The area of the dot, and therefore itg
shape, depends on the width to which the nib has been trimmed, and
the side of the diamond is equal to the width of the nib. This system
was codified by the thirteenth century (Figure 6.11), but we do not
know how much earlier it was used.

Close examination shows how frequently a calligrapher had to lift
his pen to transcribe a single folio of the kufic script used in many
early Koran manuscripts.”” To write the seven words on one page
from the so-called Amajur Koran (Figure 4.2}, for example, the callig-
rapher needed to lift his pen nearly thirty times. Independent alif, the
first letter of the alphabet and the simplest, is a single stroke tradi.
tionally written by stroking down. To write it here, as in the last
letter at the left in the first line, the calligrapher stroked down and to
the right. The end of the stroke is darker due to the surface tension
and pooling of the ink created as the calligrapher lifted his pen. The
variations in density of the ink show that to write the previous syl-
lable with the two letters lam and waw, he used three strokes: the
first from the top down for initial lam; the second for the head or eye
of waw; and the third for the tail of waw, which he drew from left to
right. The first word on the second line, na budu, has four letters, but
required six strokes. In contrast, in regular handwriting such sylla-
bles and words are normally written without lifting the pen. Despite
its appearance of effortlessness, the art of calligraphy was both time-
consuming and carefully planned.

The slit in the nib holds only a small reservoir of ink, forcing the
calligrapher to recharge his pen repeatedly. This is clearly a
problem, and from medieval times calligraphers sought ways to
improve the pen. The Fatimid caliph al-Mu‘izz (r. 953-75), for
example, is said to have come up with the idea of a fountain pen that
did not have to be dipped into an inkwell and did not drip. Despite
doubts, the court goldsmith made one for him and after various
improvements came up with a pen that could be rotated in the hand
and inclined in all directions without the ink running out.”® This
fountain pen must have been something of a curiosity, and no exam-
ples have survived. ;

Reed pens were usually stored in a pen case, known in Arabic as
miqlama or in Persian as galamdan. Many pen cases were rectangy-
lar boxes measuring about 19 cm. Fancy ones of metal or ceramic
were often made to order for specific individuals by named craftsmen. |
The earliest dated example known is a bronze pen case made in |
542/1148 and inscribed with Persian and Arabic verses about the pen |
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(qalam) and inkpot (dawat).”® It continues an earlier tradition, for a
fragmentary piece of slip-painted earthenware made in the Samanid
domains in the tenth century and inscribed with the name
Muhammad ibn al-Fadl probably belonged to a pen case.®° Over time,

en cases became increasingly elaborate and larger, with a standard
space for the inkpot (see below).

The galam was already an important symbol at the beginning of
Jslam. It is the opening lines of one of the first chapters of the Koran
revealed to Muhammad.?! According to Traditions collected by the
tenth century scholar al-Tabari, the pen was the first thing created by
God so that he could write down events to come. This galam has
been interpreted in two ways: either as a utensil for writing and like
it, a divine gift; or as a shaft of light which inscribed all things that
will happen until Judgment Day.

The pen became the symbol of the civil administration in Islamic
society. By medieval times it was normally contrasted to the sword
(sayf), which symbolized the military. Mamluk authors and artists
frequently juxtaposed the two, as on the two superb inlaid bronzes
made by Muhammad ibn al-Zayn — the Vasselot bowl and the
Baptistére of St Louis — where the enthroned ruler is shown flanked
by his amir of the sword on the right and his amir of the pen on the
left.#” Contemporary Ilkhanid paintings from Rashid al-Din’s
Compendium of Chronicles show similar scenes juxtaposing men of
the pen and men of the sword.®

Ink and inkwells

Two kinds of dark ink were traditionally used in the Islamic lands:
catbon-based inks and metal tannate inks.®* In early Islamic times
two different words were used for the two types. Midad, from madda,
to stretch out (i.e., the ink), was used for a paint type of ink whose
most important ingredient is soot or carbon mixed with oil or plant
gums. Hibr, from habbara, to write, referred to an ink that reacts
chemically with the support. It was typically made from gallnuts
{‘afs) and ferrous compounds that produced a dark-brown color.

In later times the terms midad and hibr were used synonymously,
but at least through the eleventh century, each seems to have
maintained its specific meaning of either carbon or metal tannate
ink. We can deduce this from the treatise on making books, Umdat
al-kuttab, in which the author Ibn Badis, himself a calligrapher,
gives many recipes for preparing ink.%> His second chapter is
devoted to soot inks (midad), generally designated by geographical
names {Chinese, Indian, kufic, Persian, etc.). Chapter three, by con-
trast, describes tannate inks (hibr), generally designated by their
appearance (shining, dry, sunny, etc.) or components (acacia gallnut,
myrobalam, myrtle, etc.).

Black ink based on carbon mixed with plant gums had been known
since Biblical times and was used by both the Egyptians and the
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Romans. This type of carbon ink does not penetrate the support. It ig

water-soluble and erasable with water, partly because of the impen.

etrable surface of the papyrus on which it was traditionally used

This type of ink was often associated with water. The Koran (18:109)
mentions that if the sea were ink {midad) with which to write God’s
words, then the sea would dry up faster than the ink would be
exhausted. Because of its water solubility, Persian poets evoked the
metaphor that on Judgment Day the tears of repentance would wash

off the black writing in the Book of Deeds.%

This type of carbon-based ink that adheres only weakly to the
surface can be contrasted to the second type of ink based on meta]
tannates, in which mixtures of metal salts and tannins produce smal|
amounts of acid that penetrate the support surface. The earliest
recipes for this type of ink mix metal salts (usually alum or copper
sulfates) with carbon-based preparations, probably to improve the
adherent qualities. Eventually, extracts of gall were mixed with iron
salt to produce the type known as iron-gall ink.

Like carbon-based ink, iron tannate ink has been known since
antiquity. It was used in early Islamic times, particularly on parch-
ment, where it penetrates the surface like dye. Examination of
several folios from early parchment copies of the Koran in the
Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris show traces of iron.!” This type of
tannate ink often erodes the surface, and its color is not stable. When
used on paper, it produces acids that eventually corrode the surface,
as on some of the Geniza documents.® ;

Eventually the two types of carbon and tannate ink were combined,
with one or more elements from one type added to the other. Typically,
lampblack was added to iron-gall ink, probably to help stabilize the
black color. A sixteenth-century source credits the renowned tenth-
century calligrapher Ibn Mugla (see Chapter 5) with this innovation,
as with so many others.® The terminology also became confused, with
midad and hibr used interchangeably. Most recipes were also mix-
tures. The Safavid chronicler Qadi Ahmad, for example, describes
making ink of soot (duda), gum (samgh), vitriol (zak), and gallnut
(maz).?° The Ottomans used soot inks. The most developed formula
involves soot, dissolved gum arabic, and distilled water, mixed and
ground together. Ottoman calligraphers were also said to have col-
lected the lampblack produced by the oil lamps in the Stileymaniye
mosque. This ink was thus considered not only high quality but also
efficacious in imparting the mosque’s spiritual blessing (baraka).”*

Calligraphers in the Muslim lands also used a variety of colored inks
for rubrics, vocalization, and other decoration. Ibn Badis mentions red,
yellow, and green as the most important colors,”? and these are fre-
quently used as accent colors in early Koran manuscripts.” So is blue.

Metallic inks made of gold, silver, and copper were also used.
Conservative prohibitions to the contrary, gold ink was used from
early times. Fragments of a Koran on parchment in the Bibliotheque
Nationale already show gold markings in the same style of writing as
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that used for the calligraphy, and at least one early copy of the Koran
written in gold ink has survived.** At least two techniques were used:
gold ink (chrysography), and powdered gold regularly dispersed on a
support to which glue had already been applied. The latter is recog-
nizable because the glue often leaves a brownish stain where the gold
has disappeared. The gold was applied, then burnished, and finally
ringed with other colors to highlight the gilded motif.

The materials used for transcription have been analyzed only for a
handful of early Islamic manuscripts in the Bibliotheéque Nationale.”®
Despite the small size of the sample, these tests identified a group of
materials characteristic of manuscripts produced in the Maghrib and
distinct from those used in the east. In western manuscripts, for
example, red was typically made from cochineal, a dye obtained from
the crushed dried bodies of female insects, whereas in the east ver-
million was used. Similarly, blue was produced from azurite in the
west, but from lapis lazuli in the east. Artists in the west did not use
the same range of products to prepare their colors, with yellows being
the most different. These tests confirm the information about mate-
rials given in texts, such as that by Ibn Badis, who mentions that ver-
million (zanghafr) and minium or red lead (silqun) were used for red
ink, orpiment. (zarnih asfar) for yellow, and verdigris (zinghar)
for green.

The use of the same materials for text and decoration suggests
that in early Islamic times the calligrapher may also have been
responsible for the decoration. Colophons report the same thing.*¢ By
the early twelfth century in Iran, however, there seems to have been
adivision of labor between calligraphers and illuminators. A lavishly
decorated manuscript of the Koran transcribed by ‘Uthman ibn
Muhammad at Bust (now in Afghanistan)in sos/1111-12 (Figure 6.6)
was gilded, according to a small signature on the last folio, by ‘Ali ibn
‘Abd al-Rahman.®” This division of labor continued in later times.®
Spectrometric testing showed that a Koran manuscript copied in the
Maghrib in the thirteenth or fourteenth century had azurite blue for
diacritical marks, but lapis blue for marginal decoration, suggesting
a similar division of labor between calligrapher and illuminator.®®
Koran manuscripts produced at that time in the east are signed by
both calligrapher and gilder.100

The calligrapher stored his ink in an inkwell called dawat or some-
times migbara.'®! Inkwells come in a variety of materials and shapes.
Round glass pots were used in early Islamic times, but by medieval
times the small glass receptacles for the ink were often encased in
cylindrical containers made of glazed ceramic or inlaid wood or metal
and elaborately decorated with figures and inscriptions. These con-
tainers can be round, square, or domed, sometimes resembling small
buildings. Some later Iranian ones look like little tomb towers.10>
Porcelain inkpots were popular in later times, and the Mughal cal-
ligrapher in the marginal illustration from the Jahangir album dips
his pen into a blue-and-white inkwell (Figure 2.3).

63



Figure 2.9 Pen box of bronze
inlaid with silver and gold
dated 704/1304-5.

Though the exterior of this pen
box is abraded and missing its
inlay, the interior is well
preserved. The large oblong
well was designed to hold reed
pens; the curved well at the
right held the inkpot, and the
circular holes held containers
for sand, starch paste or

red ink.

INTRODUCTION

Like other clements associated with writing, the inkwell became
a symbol for mystics. Sufis in the tradition of the great Andalusian
mystic Ibn ‘Arabi, for example, interpret the letter nun in the opening
words of Sura 68 ‘Nun wa’l-qalam,’ as the shape of primordial
inkwell that along with the primordial pen writes on the Well-
preserved Tablet events to come.!%®

The inkwell was often attached to or incorporated in the pen case
and the entire unit also designated dawat. The domed cylindrical type
of inkwell can come with an attached upright cylinder for the pens.
Large rectangular boxes measuring some 30 cm long had separate
compartments for both pens and inkwell. Prominent statesmen or
scholars often had such pen cases with their names and titles

“inscribed across the lid; they seem to have been official insignia of

office. Majd al-Mulk al-Muzaffar, grand vizier of the Khwarazmshahs,
for example, had his lengthy titles inscribed in naskh around the lid
of an inlaid brass example made by Shadhi in 607/1210-11.1%4 The
Mamluk statesman and scholar Abu’l-Fida (1273~1331) had his name
inscribed in bold thuluth characters across the lid of his pen case.!®
Both of these rectangular pen cases are missing sections on the
inside, but to judge from a large Mamluk example made in 704/1304-5
whose interior is intact {Figure 2.9}, the ends of the boxes might have
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contained a semicircular depression for the inkpot as well as two
small round holes for containers of sand, starch paste, or red ink.!%
Made of brass inlaid with silver and gold, this example is inscribed
with verses praising the reed pen and the pen box. It must have been
for onc of the learned ‘men of the pen’ at the Mamluk court.

In later times these rectangular pen boxes, like other implements
for writing, came in a variety of fancy materials. The Chinese made
them in blue-and-white porcelain for export to the Islamic lands.
1znik potters produced them too. The Ottoman court ordered others
in bejeweled rock crystal.!” Many later examples from Iran are made
of varnished pasteboard and decorated with portraits or depictions of
roses and nightingales.1%® Ottoman calligraphers also used a type of
rectangular pen case with a separate inkwell (hugqa) on the side. The
Ottoman calligrapher Mehmed Usta, for example, had one made of
gilt silver dated 1187/1773 and inscribed with the tughra of Sultan
Mustafa III.109

Cylindrical and rectangular cases had to be carried with two hands,
but another type of wedge-shaped pen box with a hinged or separate
trapezoidal plate was more easily portable and could be worn sus-
pended from the belt. Like rectangular cases, the wedge-shaped box
had an inner removable section for storing the ink. Such a portable pen
case may have been made as a set with a rectangular one, for Shadhi,
the Herati craftsman who made the large rectangular one for the
Khwarazmshah vizier Majd al-Mulk, also made a wedge-shaped one.!10

To transport the ink, a small tuft of cotton, wool, or raw silk called
liga was inserted into the inkwell, and the ink poured over it. The
wad absorbed the ink like a sponge so that the reed pen would take
up only the requisite amount of ink, thereby preventing blobs when
writing. The wad also ensured that the ink would not spill should the
inkwell overturn.

Calligraphers in the Islamic lands thus used the finest materials
and implements in their work. Let us now turn to what they wrote.

Notes

1. This chapter is intended as an overview; fuller explanations and more
details can be found in the admirable study recently prepared by a team
of French scholars and based mainly on the collections in the
Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris: Frangois Déroche, Manuel de codi-
cologie des manuscrits en écriture arabe (Paris, 2000). For early manu-
scripts, see also the recent work by Ursula Dreibholz, Friihe
Koranfragmente aus der Grossen Moschee in Sanaa/Early Quran
Fragments from the Great Mosque in Sanaa, Hefte zur
Kulturgeschichte des Jemen, 2 (Sanaa, 2003).

2. Forareadable survey of the subject, see Richard Parkinson and Stephen
Quirke, Papyrus, Egyptian Bookshelf {Austin, TX, 1995). For its use as
a writing support in the Islamic lands, see Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper
before Print: The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World
(New Haven, 2001). On the materials used to make manuscripts in
general but particularly in the medieval West, see Jonathan J. G.
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BL, Or. 4684/IlI; my thanks to Dr Colin Baker, Head of Near and
Middle Eastern Collections there, for identifying the text. Adolf
Grohmann (Arabische Palidographie I, Osterreichische Akademie der
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papers; see the translation by Thackston, ‘Treatise on Calligraphic
Arts’. For the poetic anthology (BL, Add. 16561), see Basil W. Robinson,
Persian Miniature Painting from Collections in the British Isles
(London, 1967), no. 109; B. W. Robinson, ‘“The Turkman School to
1503," in Arts of the Book in Central Asia, ed. Basil Gray (Boulder, CO,
1979), 241 and fig. 130. The calligrapher signs himself ‘the royal scribe’
(al-katib al-sultani) but it is not clear to which court he was attached.
LACMA 73.5.599; Lentz and Lowry, Timur, no. 149; Linda Komaroff,
Islamic Art at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Los Angeles,
1998), cover.

BL, ms. Or. 2265; Stuart Cary Welch, Wonders of the Age: Masterpieces
of Early Safavid Painting, 1sor—1576 (Cambridge, MA, 1979}, nos.
48-65. The manuscript, one of the finest ever produced, deserves a
monograph. See further, Chapter 1o.

See Chapter 10 for further details about these albums.

See above, note 28.

See Chapter 10 and Figure 10.6 for the biography of Mir ‘Ali and other
work by this renowned master.

Virtually all the calligraphic specimens in the two albums prepared for
the Mughal emperor Jahangir and the slightly later Kevorkian Album
are signed by Mir ‘Ali. On these two albums, see Chapter 10, note 6o,
and 12, note 24.

Richard J. Wolfe, Marbled Paper, its History, Techniques, and Patterns
(Philadelphia, 1991), is a convenient introduction to the technique, but
concentrates on Western examples, a slightly odd perspective since the
technique was clearly introduced to the West from somewhere in the
East. More information about the technique as practiced in the Islamic
lands is found in Porter, Painters, Painting and Books, 45—51. See also
Yves Porter, ‘Kadaz-e abri. Notes sur la technique de la marbrure,’
Studia Iranica 17 (1988): 47~55. For the most recent overview of the
technique, see Nan B. Freeman, ’Histor“ical Overview,” in Ebrii Art,
Marble on Papet, the Work of Feridun Ozgéren, ed. Samar al Gailini
(Bahrain, 2001), 8-16.
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These arguments often fall out along nationalist lines, with Turks (g
scholars of Turkish art) advocating a Turkish origin; Iranians {or scho]. -
ars of Persian art) opting for Iran; and Indians (or scholars of Mughal art) ‘
opting for India. Porter, Painters, Painting and Books, 45-7, gives a
good overview of the arguments regarding some of the sources and the'
problems in following them up.

BN, suppl. pers. 1798; Francis Richard, Splendeurs persanes: mamy.
scrits du XIle au XVIle siécle (Paris, 1997), no. 49. It can be dated by
companson with a comparable album dated Rajab 8 53/]uly~August ,
1449 in the Chester Beatty Library (ms. 127; Lentz and Lowry, Timur,
no. 103). The Beatty album has pages that are stenciled {Persian ‘aks oy
‘aksi), perhaps spattered or pressed with a piece of vellum soaked in 4
pale dye, a method that is described in the early nineteenth-century
treatise on binding, Risala-yi jild-sazi, for which see Porter, ‘Kagaz-¢
abri,’ 50 and n. 15. The pages in the Paris album are definitely splat-
tered. I owe thanks to the papermaker Jake Benson, who spurred me
with questions about marbling and provided details about the tech..
niques used.

MMA 1997.71; first noticed by Freeman, ‘Historical Overview,’ 10. For -
further information about the calligrapher and his period, see Chapter
10 and notes 54 and 61.

Several examples of quatrains penned on blue marbled paper are illus-
trated in color in Samar al Gailani (ed.), Ebri Art, Marble on Paper, the
Work of Feridun Ozgéren (Bahrain, 2001), 11-12.

Mark Zebrowshi (George Michell and Mark Zebrowski, Architecture
and Art of the Deccan Sultanates, The New Cambridge History of
India [Cambridge, 1999], 183), recently noted two superb pages of
marbled paper in the Kronos Collection of New York that are decorated
with matching chinoiserie patterns evoking weeping willow branches,
outlined in gold. The inscription states that they were among the pres-
ents sent from Iran to Sultan Ghiyath al-Din Khalji of Mandu and
entered the royal library on 11 August 1496. I owe this reference to Jake
Benson.

The close relationship between gold-speckling and marbling is clear,
for illustrated pages in this manuscript have gold-flecked borders
whereas text pages have marbled borders. The alternation is reminis-
cent of the practice of compiling albums with a double page of calli-
graphic exercises with figural borders followed by a double page of
paintings with abstract borders.

For festivals and other occasions, the Chinese made paper-cuts of
animals, birds, and other figures, sometimes recounting entire folk
tales. The earliest examples, unearthed in Xinjiang in 1959, date from
the fifth century, and a group of paper flowers found at Dunhuang
dates from the ninth or tenth century. See Turner, DoA, ‘China"
§XIV, 5.

TIEM, ms. 2474. The manuscript has just been brought to scholars’
attention by David J. Roxburgh, ‘The Aesthetics of Aggregation:
Persian Anthologies of the Fifteenth Century,’ in Islamic Art and
Literature, ed. Oleg Grabar and Cynthia Robinson (Princeton, NJ,
2001}, 132~5, but no illustrations are shown.

The main part of the manuscript is in TIEM, ms. A. 1926; a few other
pages including this one (LACMA 73.5.599) have been detached from
it; see Lentz and Lowry, Timur, no. 149, who also give a translation of
the poem on this page. Sultan Husayn’s poetry was not considered par-
ticularly inspired. Babur, the Timurid prince and bibliophile who fled
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to India where he founded the Mughal line, commented (citation in
Lentz and Lowry, Timuz, 360) that, ‘Many couplets in his diwan are not
bad; it is however, written in the same metre throughout.’

Linda Komaroff has confirmed for me that each folio consists of four
sheets: two sheets of blue or green in the center that support the cut-
out calligraphy like a window and two sheets for the margins or frame.
This work is unsigned, but contemporary sources mention the names of
a few practitioners of the art of découpage who worked at the court of
Sultan Husayn. The best known is Shaykh ‘Abdallah Haravi, known as
shikarin galam (sugary pen), who reputedly brought this art to
perfection. Five signed specimens in his hand are preserved in the album
compiled in 951/1544~5 for the Safavid prince Bahram Mirza {H2154;
fols. 43 and 50; Chahryar Adle, ‘Les artistes nommés Dust-Mohammad,’
Studia Iranica 22, no. 2 [1993]: 235-6), and the copy of Sultan-Husayn’s
poetry may be Shaykh °Abdallah’s work as well. His son Dust
Muhammad the cutter (gata 9, not to be confused with Dust Muhammad
the calligrapher and the compiler of the album, became an important
découpeur in the early sixteenth century, whose work is also preserved
in the Bahram Mirza album (H2154). He might or might not have been
the same person as the painter Dust Muhammad, known as Dust-i
Divana (Dust the mad or eccentric). Dust Muhammad was, in turn, the
teacher of Sang ‘Ali Badakhshani, as paper-cutting, like most calli-
graphic arts, was passed from master to pupil and often from father to
son.

Filiz Cagman, ‘L'art du papier découpé et ses représentants a 1'époque
de Soliman le Magnifique,’ in Soliman le Magnifique et son temps:
Actes du Colloque de Paris, Galeries Nationales du Grand Palais,
ed. Giles Veinstein (Paris, 1990), 249-64, suggests that the art appeared
at the beginning of the sixteenth century simultaneously in the Safavid
and Ottoman empires under the influence of Herati craftsmen, but the
transferal of a single tradition seems more logical.

TKS, EH 2851, fol. 1b-23; Esin Atil, The Age of Sultan Stileyman the
Magnificent (Washington, DC, 1987), no. 18b; J. M. Rogers and R. M.
Ward, Siileyman the Magnificent (London, 1988), no. 24.

In addition to Cagman, ‘Papier Découpé’, see Aimée Froom, ‘Islamic
Calligraphy and Paper-cuts by Fahri at the RISD Museum,’ in Glimpses
of Grandeur: Courtly Arts of the Later Islamic Empires (Providence,
1999), 8-11. Some of Fakhri’s work was included in an album compiled
in 980/1572-3 and later dedicated to the Ottoman sultan Murad III
(Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, Cod. Mixt. 313; Dorothea Duda,
Islamische Handschriften 1 Persische Handschriften, in Die
[lluminierten Handschriften und Inkunabeln der Osterreichischen
Nationalbibliothek, Osterr. Akademie der Wissenschaften, Phil.-Hist.
Klasse, Denkschriften, 167 [Vienna, 1983], 109-60). Folio 40b contains
a two-line specimen of cutout nasta Tig calligraphy signed by Fakhri,
and folio 12b contains a fabulous two-tiered, cut-out garden scene that
is attributed to him. Such paper-cuts continued to be produced in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and may well have been the
source for European paper-cuts.

As, for example, in Ahmad Karahisari’s masterful frontispiece to a col-
lection of pious texts done c. 1550 (Figure 11.8).

See Chapter 13.

EI/2: ‘Kalam’ is the best introduction to the textual sources. Written
by the experts Clement Huart and Adolf Grohmann, it summarizes
and gives references to the information in such medieval sources as
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al-Mugaddasi and al-Qalgashandi. The methods used by modery
calligraphers (e.g.,, Mohamed Zakariya, The Calligraphy of Islam;
Reflections on the State of the Art [Washington, DC, 1979}, 7; Derman
Letters in Gold, 7-10; and Marie-Genevieve Guesdon and Annje
Vernay-Nouri (eds), L’art du livre arabe: du manuscrit au livre d’artiste
[Paris, 2001), 53-6) can be useful, but it is methodologically dangeroyg
to assume that these techniques were necessarily used in earlier timeg,
See also Déroche, Manuel, 112-20.

Derman, Letters in Gold, 7-10.

Annemarie Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture (New York,
1984), 119-22, gives many examples.

Rumi is reputedly the best-selling poet in America today, but his can-
onization began long ago: the fifteenth-century Sufi poet Jami already
dubbed Rumi’s Mathnavi ‘the Qur’an in the Persian tongue.” On the
phenomenon of his popularity, see, among others, Carl. W. Ernst, The
Shambhala Guide to Sufism (Boston and London, 1997), 169-73,
Rumi’s Mathnavi is available in many editions; one of the most
popular is that by R. A. Nicholson, which has been often reprinted (e.g,,
Jalal al-din Rami, Mathnavi-yi Ma‘navi, ed. Reynold A. Nicholson
[Tehran, 1341]. Nicholson also wrote one of the first studies of Rumi in
English, which includes a translation of these famous lines entitled
‘The Song of the Reed’: Reynold A. Nicholson, Rumi: Poet and Mystic, -
1207-1273 [New York, 1974], 31). See chapter 9 and Figure 9.1 for the
earliest manuscript of Rumi’s famous work.

Hasan Massoudy, Calligraphie arabe vivante (Paris, 1981), 14, cited in
Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture, 120 and n. 35.

Compare the medieval descriptions in the article ‘Kalam’ in EI/2 and
Derman, Letters in Gold, 7. :
Letters in Gold, 9-10.

Their posture thus corresponds to that of ancient Egyptian calligraphers,
as shown by the famous statue of seated scribe in the Louvre (E3023);
Bloom, Paper before Print, 23. It contrasts to Chinese calligraphers who
generally wrote on tables. The scholar’s table was the repository for the
wenfang si bao, four treasures of the scholar’s studio: the inkstone, ink-
stick, brush, and paper. See Turner, DoA: ‘Scholar’s Table’ with further
references. The differences are due in part to the nature of the support:
if only a small section of the papyrus roll was exposed, the papyrus was
sufficiently stiff to allow the scribe to pen his text; Chinese calligra-
phers, by contrast, wrote on much more supple supports, typically silk
or paper, that required a firm support.

Franz Rosenthal, ‘Abii Haiyan al-Tawhidi on Penmanship,’ Ars
Islamica 13-14 (1948): 5. On Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, see further,
Chapter s.

Mir Munshi Qummi Qadi Ahmad, Gulistan-i hunar, ed. Ahmad
Suhayli-Khansari (Tehran, 1352/1974), 71; Qadi Ahmad, Calligraphets
and Painters: A Treatise by Qadi Ahmad, Son of Mir-Munshi (Circa AH
10I§/AD 1606), trans. V. Minorsky, Occasional Papers (Washington,
DC, 1959), 115.

Vlad Atanasiu is one of few to work from extant examples as well as
textual references. His study of the flow of ink, ‘Le retroencrage: déduc-
tion du ductus d'une écriture d’apres Uintensité de 'encre,’ La Gazette
du Livre Médiéval 37 (Autumn 2000): 3442, also available on-line
with color illustrations at http://mywebpage.netscape.com/atanasiu-
vlad/ductus/index.html, shows what important results can be obtained -
from such a study.
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Heinz Halm, The Empire of the Mahdi: The Rise of the Fatimids, trans.
Michael Bonner, Handbuch der Orientalistik 1:26 (Leiden, 1996,
370-1; [ owe this reference to Jonathan Bloom.

St Petersburg, Hermitage, CA-12688; Masterpieces of Islamic Art in
the Hermitage Museum (Kuwait, 1990), no. 28.

V. A. Krachkovskaya, ‘Evolyutsiya Kuficheskovo Pis’ma v Sredney
Azii,’ Epigrafika Vostoka 3 (1949): fig. 4. The fragment is a rare, if not
unique, example of a Samanid ceramic with a historical inscription;
most pieces have aphorisms; see Sheila S. Blair, Islamic Inscriptions
(Edinburgh, 1998), r51-2.

See above, Chapter 1.

Paris, Louvre, MAO 331 and LP 16; Esin Atil, Renaissance of Islam:
Art of the Mamluks (Washington, DC, 1981), nos. 20 and 21. For the
various ranks of Mamluk amirs and their emblems, see Estelle
Whelan, ‘Representations of the Khdssakiyah and the Origins of
Mamluk Emblems,’ in Content and Context of Visual Arts in the
Islamic World, ed. Priscilla P. Soucek (University Park and London,
1988}, 219~54.

For example, the depiction of Hushang, King of the world, from the
Arabic version made c¢. 1315; Edinburgh University Library, ms. Arab
20; David Talbot Rice, The Illustrations to the ‘World History’ of
Rashid al-Din, ed. Basil Gray (Edinburgh, 1976), no. 3. For the recon-
struction of the manuscript and its correct date, see Sheila S. Blair, A
Compendium of Chronicles: Rashid al-Din’s Illustrated History of the
World (London, 1995).

El/>, ‘Midad’; Turner, DoA, ‘Ink’ (ii).

Many examples cited in Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture.
E.g., mss. arabe 330c and 324c; Déroche, Manuel, 123 and n. 72.
Bloom, Paper before Print, 107.

Porter, Painters, Painting and Books, 63, citing ‘Abdallah Kuhdizi, an
Iranian calligrapher active during the reign of the Mughal emperor
Akbar.

Qddi Ahmad, Gulistdn, 69; Qadi Ahmad, Calligraphers and Painters,
I12.

Annemarie Schimmel, Islamic Calligraphy, Iconography of Religions
XXII, 1 (Leiden, 1970}, 40.

Levy, ‘Medieval Arabic Bookmaking,’ 21-2.

Good color illustrations in Dreibholz, Quran Fragments.

BN, ms. arabe 3 30c, for which see Francois Déroche, Les Manuscrits du
coran, aux origines de la calligraphie coranique, Bibliotheéque
Nationale, Département des Manuscrits, Catalogue des Manuscrits
Arabes (Paris, 1983), no. 268. Most of the copy in gold is in the
Nurosmaniye Library in Istanbul (ms. 27), with detached leaves in the
Khalili Collection (KFQ s2) and elsewhere; see Déroche, Abbasid
Tradition, no. 41.

Déroche, Manuel, 124~67.

The colophon in the so-called Nurse’s Koran endowed to the Great
Mosque of Kairouan in 41o/1020 (Figure 5.5) states that the same
person was responsible for transcription, vocalization, illumination,
and binding (B. Roy and P. Poinssot, Inscriptions arabes de Kairouan
[Paris, 1950-8], nos. 9b and c}, although Francois Déroche has suggested
that this statement may be an exaggeration.

Déroche, Manuscrits du coran II, no. 522; Richard, Splendeurs, no. 1.
The testing carried out on the manuscripts in the Bibliotheque
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Nationale suggested that the materials used for illumination might
also be distinct from those used for illustration. A copy of al-Idrisi’s
Geography (ms. arabe 2221) made in the Maghrib in the thirteenth
century used materials and pigments not found in the other manu.
scripts tested. These included such colors as rose-violet, yellow ocher,
and compound green, as well as white lead to brighten the colors. This
manuscript was the only one of the group tested to have full-page paint-
ings, so further work needs to be done to ascertain the distinction
between illumination and illustration.

BN, ms. arabe 6935; Déroche, Manuscrits du coran II, no. 30,
Déroche, Manuel, 152-3.

Sheila S. Blair, ‘Scribes and Artists in the Ilkhanid Scriptorium,’
Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan', ed. Linda Komaroff (Leiden,
2006).

El/2, 'Dawat.’

A.S. Melikian-Chirvani, ‘State Inkwells in Islamic Iran,’ Journal of the
Walters Art Gallery 44 (1986): 70-94.

Annemarie Schimmel, ‘The Book of Life-Metaphors Connected with
the Book in Islamic Literatures,’ in The Book in the Islamic World: The
Written Word and Communication in the Middle East, ed. George N.
Atiyeh (Albany, 1995}, 75.

FGA 36.7; Esin At1l, W. T. Chase, and Paul Jett, Islamic Metalwork in
the Freer Gallery of Art (Washington, DC, 1985), no. 14; Blair, Islamic
Inscriptions, fig. 9.51.

Atil, Renaissance, no. 24.

Paris, Louvre, 3621; Atil, Renaissance, no. 23.

Atil, Siileyman the Magnificent, gives several examples.

Turner, DoA, ‘Islamic art’ VIII, 10: Lacquer.

Derman, Letters in Gold, fig. s.

Aul, Chase, and Jett, Islamic Metalwork in the Freer Gallery of Art,
106; Melikian-Chirvani, ‘State Inkwells,’ fig. 21.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Standardization of Arabic Script

A SYSTEM OF writing Arabic had already developed in pre-Islamic
times. The script was derived from Aramaic, a script used to tran-
scribe a variety of languages spoken in the Mediterranean region and
west Asia. Driven by the need to administer a large empire, scribes
in early Islamic times regularized and standardized this Arabic script.
The desire to write down the text of the Koran, which had been
revealed orally, also seems to have stimulated the development of
fine calligraphy already in the seventh century. No dated manu-
scripts have survived from this early period, so to trace the develop-
ment of Arabic calligraphy at this time, we must look to other kinds
of more fixed evidence, notably papyri, coins, and inscriptions. Using
dated or datable examples in these media, it is possible to follow the
increasing regularization and standardization of Arabic script and the
development of a style that came to be used throughout the Umayyad
realm, from the Mediterranean to Central Asia, as well as a more
formal rectilinear style used for manuscripts.

The origins of Arabic script

The exact origins of the Arabic system of writing are open to ques-
tion. The script is ultimately derived from that used for writing
Aramaic, the lingua franca of south-west Asia from early in the first
millennium BCE to the time of the Arab conquest in the mid-seventh
century CE. Aramaic script was used not only for Aramaic languages,
such as Syriac, but also for many other types, including Iranian and
Altaic languages. For many generations scholars have fiercely debated
which of these languages written in Aramaic was the immediate
source for Arabic script. Two main hypotheses have been put forward,
and the date of the first surviving inscription in Arabic script depends
in part on the author’s view of the immediate source for that script.
The older, more traditional, and more widely cited argument is
that the script used for writing Arabic developed from the type of
Aramaic script used by the Nabateans. The Nabateans, centered
around Petra in southern Jordan, spoke Arabic but wrote in Aramaic
script. Their kingdom reached its heyday in the second century cE,
but Nabatean Aramaic script is also known from late inscriptions
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dating to the third and fourth centuries ce. The best-known inscrip-
tion is the one discovered by René Dussaud in 1901 at the site of
al-Namara, the fortified post of Safa located some 120 km south-east
of Damascus.! Its five-line text of Arabic words incised in Nabatean
characters on a basalt lintel records that the building was the tomb
of the Arab prince Imru’l-Qays, who died in 328 ck. Its carefully
planned and cut letters, which are spaced by lines, attests to a fine
tradition of stereotomy. Other inscriptions discovered more recently
and dating to the early centuries of the Common Era are likewise
Arabic texts written in Nabatean characters.? Supporters of the
Nabatean hypothesis take these inscriptions as the first evidence of
the Arabic language, if not its script. First put forward by Theodor
Noldeke in 1865, summarized by Bernhard Moritz in his 1910 article
‘Arabie’ in the first edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, and reiter-
ated by Nabia Abbott in her seminal book on the rise of North Arabic
script, the Nabatean hypothesis remains the favorite of most schol-
ars, especially Anglo-Saxons, and is often given as the sole explana-
tion for the origin of Arabic script.?

The difficulty with the Nabatean hypothesis lies in explaining the
chronological gap between the heyday of Nabatean civilization and
the rise of Arabic. To circumvent this problem, Adolf Grohmann
pushed back the origins of Arabic script before 350 CE, close to the
date of the inscription from al-Namara as well as its more recently
discovered contemporaries.* But for many, the earliest examples of
Arabic script (as distinct from the language) are several inscriptions
found in Syria that date from the sixth century. They include a trilin-
gual inscription in Arabic, Greek, and Syriac dated 512 from Zebed
in the Syrian steppe south-east of Aleppo and three inscriptions
dating between 528 and 568 CE found to the south and south-east of
Damascus.’ Grohmann’s early date for the rise of Arabic script has
not been widely accepted, and other scholars have proposed an alter-
nate hypothesis to explain the origins of Arabic script from Aramaic
in the fifth or sixth century CE.

This second and more recent hypothesis, put forward by J. Starcky
in 1966, is that the origins of Arabic script should be traced to the
Syriac alphabet.® Such an idea was already current among Muslim
scholars of the eighth and ninth centuries. The historian al-
Baladhuri, for example, reports on the basis of several earlier sources
that Arabic writing had been invented in Mecca by three members of
the tribe of Tayy who had used the Syriac alphabet as a model’
Starcky adjusted the argument slightly, arguing that the immediate
precursor of Arabic script was the cursive chancery Syriac used at the
court of the Lakhmid kings of al-Hira, located near Kufa in southern
Iraq. On the whole, this hypothesis of a Syriac origin for Arabic script
has been disregarded by Anglo-Saxons but heartily accepted by
French scholars.?

Most of the earlier studies on the origins of Arabic script have con-
centrated on comparing the individual letters used in the different
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languages, producing charts with the forms of the individual letters
in different languages in adjacent columns.’ Frangoise Briquel-
Chatonnet has recently argued that such an approach is inadequate,
pecause it gives priority to a script’s technical qualities and individ-
ual forms rather than its general principles and aspect and because it
disregards the historical context in which the script was created. On
these grounds she again raised the argument for the Syriac origin of
Arabic script.1? Briquel-Chatonnet posited that two general traits dis-
tinguish Syriac from Nabatean. In Syriac, the letters are posed on an
ideal baseline, wheareas in Nabatean they are suspended from it. The
proportions of the letters also differ in the two scripts: in Syriac, the
letters are spread out and flattened and are usually wider than they
are tall, but in Nabatean they are elongated and usually taller than
they are wide. The earliest Arabic writing on papyrus and monu-
ments, she argued, shares both characteristics — position on (not
below) an ideal baseline and squat shape — with Syriac.

Briquel-Chatonnet also opted for a Syriac origin of Arabic script on
historical grounds, arguing that in the centuries before the rise of
Islam, Syriac was more prestigious than Nabatean. Nabatean script,
she argued, had gone out of fashion by the sixth century and was used
mainly for graffiti and ostraca. In the same way, other south Arabian
scripts used in pre-Islamic times that were actually more suitable for
writing Arabic had also fallen out of fashion and hence were not ulti-
mately adopted for writing it. Syriac, by contrast, had blossomed in
the period before the rise of Islam. Inscriptions in Syriac have been
found north of Ragqa in Syria near the sites of the earliest Arabic
inscriptions dating from the sixth century. Briquel-Chatonnet there-
fore abandoned the al-Hira intermediary of the Syriac hypothesis,
arguing in favor of a more Western source in the Christian-speaking
Aramaic community that expanded in Syro-Palestine after the fall of
the kingdom of Edessa in the mid-third century ck.

Other scholars have documented the well-established tradition of
writing Syriac in the centuries before the rise of Islam.!! The earliest
dated Syriac manuscript to survive (BL Add. 12150) was produced at
Edessa in 411 CE and shows a well-developed calligraphic style. It is
written in the script known as estrangelo. Several other dated manu-
scripts allow us to trace the development of this script until it was
replaced by the serto script in the late eighth century.!?

Briquel-Chatonnet’s argument of a Syriac origin for the Arabic
script deserves serious consideration for several reasons. She has
moved the argument about script to a more sophisticated level,
articulating principles-and aspect, not just comparing individual
gtaphemes or letters, and addressing the historical context. At the
very least, her article suggests that the discussion about the origins
of Arabic script is not closed and that the Nabatean hypothesis is not
unilaterally accepted.!?

Whatever the immediate source, Aramaic script had to be adapted
for writing Arabic. Since Arabic has more consonants than other
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north-west Semitic languages, diacritical marks had to be introduced
to expand the limited repertory of eighteen different graphemes, or
characters, to record the twenty-eight phonemes, or sounds, used in
Arabic. Furthermore, Arabic script did not maintain a monumenta]
form, in which the letters are written separately from each other, but
used only a cursive form, in which the letters are connected, and a]]
Arabic writing is characterized by ligatures between letters.

The development of Arabic script in the seventh century

Arabic was definitely written in Arabia by the time of the Prophet
Muhammad. Poets writing before and after the advent of Islam refer
to writing, both directly and indirectly, and copies of their poems col-
lected by grammarians in the late eighth and early ninth centuries
contain visual mistakes that could have occurred only in transcrib-
ing a written text.* Writing is also mentioned in the Koran, the
message recited orally by Muhammad. The text itself is called a
writing (kitab), and it is filled with technical terms about writing,
such as reed pen or calamus (galam) and tablet {Iawh).!> The diverse
accounts relative to Muhammad, including the Prophetic Traditions,
biographies of him, and lists of his secretaries, also show that in the
late sixth and early seventh centuries knowing how to write was in
no way exceptional.¢

To explain the development of Arabic script, Estelle Whelan used
the analogy of a tree trunk, itself continuously growing, from which
a series of specific stylized scripts branched off independently.!” All
surviving evidence, albeit scarce and piecemeal, suggests that in this
early period writing in Arabic script developed two different branches,
probably derived from the cursive and monumental forms of Aramaic
script used in other languages: a more free-flowing style for recording
transactions of daily life and a more formal style for monumental
inscriptions, numismatics, and eventually manuscripts of the Koran.

We can trace the development of the everyday style from the early
seventh century onward through dated papyri and graffiti.'® Adolf
Grohmann estimated that some sixteen thousand fragments of
papyri survive from the first centuries of Islam.!” Most are in
extremely poor condition. Unlike Greek and Latin papyri that were
handed down from generation to generation, Arabic examples were
typically found in the rubbish dumps of old towns, mixed with pot.

“sherds, slag, cinder, coals, rags, straw, and kitchen waste. These

rubbish dumps contained a valuable type of dung (sibakh) exploited
since the nineteenth century, particularly in the cultivation of
cotton, and dung diggers often further damaged the papyri, rendering
most of them fragmentary. The vast majority of these papyri come
from Egypt, as the dry climate there insured better preservation.
A few were found in Syro-Palestine, but none relate to the Hijaz or
Iraq, the two areas most often identified with the development of cal-
ligraphy in this early period of Islam.
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STANDARDIZATION OF ARABIC SCRIPT

Although most Arabic papyri date from the eighth century or later,
a group of some two dozen dated examples allows us to sketch the
Jevelopment of writing in the first century of Islam.?0 The earliest
(PERF 558 from the Erzherzog Rainer papyrus collection in Vienna) is
a bilingual record requisitioning sixty-five sheep from the people of
[hnas (Herakleopolis) in upper Egypt to be slaughtered for the troops
of ‘Abdallah ibn Jabir in 22/643-4.2' The text is written in a fairly
well-developed script, with spaced lines and words composed of reg-
ularly shaped letters pointed with a generous sprinkling of dots.?>

By the end of the seventh century a more uniform script had devel-
oped, probably as part of the reform of the bureaucracy carried out
under the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705). This standard
script can be seen in official documents issued by the Umayyad
chancery, such as a letter from Qurra ibn Sharik, governor of Egypt
from 709 to 714 under al-Walid, to the ruler of Asfuh (Figure 3.1).28
The letter was part of a large cache of papyrus documents found in
1901 in Upper Egypt at the site of Aphrodito, now the village of Kom
Eshqaw, seven kilometers south-west of Tima.2* Some, like the one
illustrated, are in Arabic; others are in Greek; still others are bilingual
in Arabic-Coptic or Arabic-Greek.

The letters shows the hand of a government scribe, to whom
correct style was important. Literary sources frequently stress the
importance of a clear and well-formed script in official documents.?>
Bad handwriting could cause a petition to a high official to be rejected
regardless of its contents.?® Legibility was clearly a problem in early
Islamic times: Yusuf Ragib cited a case in which a secretary in charge
of correspondence for the governor of Medina misread a letter from
the caliph Hisham with tragic effect: rather than count (akhsi) the
city’s entertainers, the governor had them castrated (ihsi).?” To avoid
such mistakes, diacritical marks were used occasionally in official
correspondence, as in the stroke over the nun, the third letter in the
third strip, but they were not standard. Their use was recommended
in disciplines such as gramrnar, language, poetry, and rare Traditions
(gharib), but surviving literary papyri show that even there they were
often omitted.?® Only in the tenth century did they become standard
in book scripts (see Chapter s).

The most notable features of the script used in the papyri are the
extensions of and between letters, as in the tail of final ya’ that
extends backward under the word alladhi in the second line of the
second strip. Even more dramatically, in the top strip the final kaf of
sharik in the second line is extended, as is the connector between ha’
and mim in al-rahman in the line above.

The script used for the text in the body of official letters and
documents issued by the Umayyad chancery can be distinguished
from that used on the protocol of a papyrus scroll (Figure 2.2).2% The
protocol was written with a brush, using broad flowing strokes and
many loops and connections between letters that are not permitted
In other styles. There are no dots. Despite (or perhaps because of) the
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Figure 3.x Letter on papyrus
from the chancery of Qurra
ibn Sharik to the sovereign of
Asuh, c. 710.

Part of a cache of documents
found at Aphrodito in Upper
Egypt, this letter shows the
official script used by scribes
in the Egyptian chancery
during Umayyad times. Like
contemporary monumental
inscriptions, it uses elongation
for emphasis and diacritical
strokes to clarify letters in
important or potentially
confusing words.
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DEVELOPMENT OF ARABIC SCRIPT IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

formulaic text in the protocol, the script itself is extremely individ-
ualized, possibly, as Gruendler suggested, because the cryptic aspect -
of these cover sheets served as a mark of authenticity preventing
misuse and imitation.30

The chancery script found in the letter from Qurra ibn Sharik
belonged to a style that was used throughout the Umayyad realm.
The same style is found, for example, in a short text, possibly froma
letter, from the caliph al-Hisham (r. 724-43) to his nephew and suc-
cessor al-Walid II written on a marble plaque found at the Umayyad
site of Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi in Syria.®! This style can be taken as
typical of the period, for many of the same features appear in a better
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STANDARDIZATION OF ARABIC SCRIPT

preserved letter (Figure 3.2) found in 1933 at Mt Mugh in the
Zerafshan Valley of Central Asia alongside Sogdian manuscripts, a
Chinese document, and various other objects. Transcribed in velvety
black ink on yellowish leather, the letter is written in the name of
Divastish, the last ruler of Panjikent, to the Arab amir al-Jarrah ibn
‘Abdallah. It can be dated precisely because al-Jarrah was in office for
seventeen months in 99—100 (718-April 719).

Penned in the firm hand of an experienced secretary, the letter
from Mt Mugh shows many of the letter shapes and conventions used
elsewhere, such as long initial ‘ayn, dal and kaf with an extra hook,
and extended letters and connectors (all visible in Figure 3.2a) and
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Figure 3.2 Letter in black ink

on leather from Divastich, last
ruler of Panjikent, to the amir
al-Jarrah ibn ‘Abdallah.

This letter was found in the
1933 excavations at Mt Mugh
in the ruins of a castle in the
Zerafshan Valley. Datable to
718-19 because of the dates of
al-Jarrah’s service, it shows
that the round style of script
typical of the Umayyad
chancery was also used in
Central Asia and that pointing
was standard for names.

e

Figure 3.2a



l " A>T A

Figure 3.2b

X

Figure 3.2¢

DEVELOPMENT OF ARABIC SCRIPT IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

final ya’returning to the right in (Figure 3.2b). Nevertheless, it is not
as finely written as the letter on papyrus, perhaps because of the
unevenness of the tanned surface. The letters are squatter and the
horizontal strokes bumpier. The space between lines also varies, with
wider spacing at the top, but more cramped lines near the bottom,
probably because the scribe realized that he was running out of space
in which to fit the sixteen lines on the single piece of leather meas.
uring 26 by 19 cm. The scribe was also interested in speed, for he
sometimes did not lift his pen. For example, he wrote medial and

final ‘ayn with one fluid stroke to make an upside-down triangle

(Figure 3.2c) rather than the V with antennae used elsewhere. The
scribe was also intent on legibility. The words are clearly spaced, and
the names of several people — including that of Divastish, whose
name is divided between the end of line two and the beginning of line
three, and those of several amirs in line eight — are pointed.
Variations of the same style can be found on many of these early
papyri, especially those of an official nature. Geoffrey Khan enumer-

ated ten characteristic letter shapes of this script.®? Independent alif

bends to the right at the bottom and is taller than the other vertical
strokes. Dal has a little hook at the top. The body of certain letters,
particularly kaf and sad, is elongated.?® The base of initial ayn
extends to the right, whereas medial ‘ayn is written like a V with

antennae. The tail of final gaf extends downward vertically before

bending to the left. It can thus be distinguished from final fa’, which
is elongated in a straight line. The tail of final ya’ extends far to the
right underneath the word that it ends and sometimes beyond to the
previous word. Khan also called attention to several conventions
used in the script on papyri, such as elongation of letters and con-
nectors and the separation of letters in a word.

Such features are most commonly found on official documents,
but typically the script used in day-to-day business correspondence
and accounts was not carefully and consistently executed according
to a specific standard (muhagqaq), but rather a poorly executed
unofficial script used for popular purposes (mutlaq). It differs from
the well-written script used in state documents and literary texts of

high standing, but even there, a scribe’s performance sometimes fell

short of the style at which he aimed. In this sense, the script used on
many papyri often reflects personal handwriting, rather than the
characteristics of a given ‘school’ or style.

The evolution of a calligraphic style

The evidence from papyri, then, helps us to sketch the development
of Arabic script in the early centuries of Islam. It is less help in
tracing the development of a calligraphic style, which seems to have
developed along another path, or was, using Whelan’s metaphor,
another branch of the writing tree. Such a script would have been
used for fine manuscripts, but we have no dated examples of such
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STANDARDIZATION OF ARABIC SCRIPT

manuscripts, particularly copics of the Koran, and some scholars,
potably John Wansbrough, have denied that they ever existed,
thereby challenging the traditional Muslim view about the writing
down of the Koran and arguing that a canonical text was established
only at the end of the eighth century.®* Whelan has rebutted this
argument.® Citing forgotten witness, mainly evidence from inscrip-
tions and scattered references in texts, she showed that already by
the seventh century an established group of calligraphers (ashab al-
masahif) penned fine copies of the Koran in the city of Medina. The
specific area where these Koran manuscripts were transcribed and
sold was located near the west end of Balat al-A‘zam, the paved
street extending west from the Prophet’s mosque to the prayer
ground (musalla). Whelan also collected the names of at least three
people who had copied the Koran professionally there in the last
quarter of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth: Sa‘d,
Khalid ibn Abi’l-Hayyaj, and ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Hurmuz ibn
Kaysan al-A‘raj. All her evidence leads to the conclusion that the
Muslim tradition is reliable, at least in broad outline, in attributing
the first codification of the Koranic text to the early Islamic period,
if not specifically to the reign of the caliph ‘Uthman.?¢ Copies of the
sacred text were needed to propagate the new faith and weld the
diverse peoples of the rapidly expanding empire into a relatively
unified polity, as Arabic script — like seal script in China — was a tool
in fostering cultural coherence.?’

Since we have no dated manuscripts or fragments to identify what
this early Arabic script looked like, we have to examine ancillary
sources that are dated, such as monumental inscriptions and coins.
Each medium offers certain advantages, but each also has its own
limitations and idiosyncrasies. Monumental inscriptions, like the
texts on papyri, vary in length and formality. The vast majority are
graffiti.?® Ranging in length from a few words to several lines, they
were inscribed at major holy sites or along pilgrimage routes like the
Darb Zubayda connecting Iraq with the shrines in Arabia. Most of
these graffiti, like many of the day-to-day papyri, are not very helpful
in tracing the evolution of calligraphy, as they tell us more about the
development of ordinary handwriting than about the development of
artistic style(s). _

The longest and most important graffito to survive from early
Islamic times is the foundation text scratched in the rock near Ta’if
in the Hijaz (Figure 3.3), recording the construction of a dam by the
Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiya in 58/677-68.%° The letters in the six-line
text are well-formed, compact, and clear; fifteen of them, including
the letters ba’, ta’, tha’, nun and ya’, are pointed (Figure 3.3a). In addi-
tion to documenting the shapes of individual letters, the inscription
provides evidence about the conventions used in writing longer
excerpts and organizing a line or page. The words are spaced, and
Certain letters there, particularly dal and sad but also the final ba’in
kataba, are extended horizontally. By stretching out horizontal
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Figure 3.3 Foundation
inscription carved on a rock
near Ta’if in the Hijaz in
58/677-8.

The text, one of the few
monumental inscriptions to
survive from early Umayyad
times, commemorates the
construction of a dam by the
Umayyad caliph al-Mu‘awiya.
The engraved letters show that
a squat and rectilinear script
was standard in Arabia by the
third quarter of the seventh
century. Diacritical marks are
used extensively, and words
are divided between lines
without regard to meaning,
perhaps to enhance the
symmetry and visual impact of
the inscription.
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Figure 3.3a

DEVELOPMENT OF ARABIC SCRIPT IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

letters and connectors, the scribe ‘Amru ibn Janab varied rhythm and
spacing. This convention of elongation is of fundamental importance
in laying out the text in fine manuscripts of the Koran.

Words in the Ta’if inscription are divided between unconnected
letters. Lines three, four, and five all end in alif, the opening letter of
the word that continues on the next line. The reader was not expected
to pause at the end of a line, but rather to read seamlessly from the
end of one line to the beginning of the next without a break. This divi-
sion in the middle of (rather than between) words also shows that
decorative effects were already important at this early date, for the
alifs with a bent right foot written at the end of the middle lines form
a pattern balanced by the similar vertical strokes that begin lines two,
three, and four (alif, ba*-alif, and two lams, respectively).

The inscription scratched in the rock at Ta’if, like many papyri,
tells us about ordinary writing, but coins provide more ample evi-
dence showing how the written word became increasingly important
as the official signifier of Islam and the caliphate over the course of
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