
T he splendid art of Arabic calligraphy 
is inextricably linked to the Muslim 
faith, so that wherever Islam spread, 
calligraphy took on a distinct form. 
Within 200 years of the death of 

the Prophet Muhammad1 in 632 a.d., Islam had 
expanded to encompass civilisations of very different 
linguistic, cultural, religious and artistic backgrounds. The 
Arabic language served as a remarkable means of fostering 
cultural cohesion. The rich and diverse array of scripts 
that have been identified with particular regions of the 
Islamic world, such as the sweeping curves of the maghribi 
style of Moorish Spain and North Africa or the light suspended 
letterforms of nastaliq in India and Persia, stemmed from the combined 
efforts of calligraphers and their patrons often guided by social change.

The history of Arabic writing as an art form starts with the birth of Islam in 7th 
century Arabia. The development of Arabic calligraphy resulted from the response to 
the heavenly injunction: ‘Recite! In the name of your Lord … Who taught by the pen … 
Taught man that which he knew not’ (Surat al-Alaq, 96:1–5). These were the very first 
verses revealed to the Prophet, therefore sanctifying the use of the pen at the outset.  
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Ibn Muqlah was more of a geometri-
cian than a calligrapher. He described 
how the letters should be written in 
proportion to one another. Although 
no authentic work in Ibn Muqlah’s 
hand survives, copies of his theory 
exist in writings made by his followers. 
Contemporary illustration by Ahmad 
Fares Rezq and Daud Sutton.

The Basmalah is a collective name for the 
phrase usually translated as “In the name 
of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful”. 
Calligraphy composition by Soraya Syed.



At the dawn of Islam, two rudimentary forms of script existed. One 
was a sharply angled form, reserved for the Quran and important 
correspondence; this form became known as Kufic, after the city of 
Kufa in Iraq, a centre of literary activity2. 

The other form, which was more rounded and cursive, could be 
written more quickly and was used for day-to-day purposes. The early cursive 
scripts were used exclusively for secular purposes and not for copying the sacred 
text of the Quran. From these two forms, many other variants emerged.

Artistic considerations were not a concern for the original Quran copyists. 
Initially, the Arabic script was written without any vowel signs and diacritical 
points, leaving the possibility for variant readings. As this was unsuitable for the 
preservation of God’s revelation, significant changes were introduced under the 
Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik Ibn Marwan (r. 685–705) in Damascus. 

Under the Abbasid caliphate (750–1258), learning and the arts flourished 
especially in the main capital Baghdad. Perhaps the most influential person in 
the history of Arabic penmanship is the Abbasid Wazir3 Ibn Muqlah (886–940). 
He was responsible for inventing a system of proportional writing called al-khatt 
al-mansub. Ibn Muqlah’s methodology was applied to six already existing cursive 
scripts known as al-aqlam as-sitta. His efforts to reform the early cursive scripts 
provided for the first time an acceptable alternative to the traditional variants of 
Kufic used for writing sacred texts. 

The bold angular scripts previously favoured for Quran writing were abandoned 
in preference of the reformed, more legible cursive scripts. Western and Eastern 
Kufic continued to flourish in the architectural masterpieces of North Africa, 
Islamic Spain and Persia. 

It is no coincidence that these changes occurred at a time when Islam was 
spreading fast and embracing non-Arabic speaking communities. The need for 
the Prophet’s message to be straightforward to read was ever more pertinent. The 
newly acquired knowledge of papermaking from the Chinese meant that Qurans 
could be copied inexpensively and with the new standardised cursive scripts 
fairly quickly, to meet the growing demands of the 
expanding Islamic empire. Fortunately, these radical 
changes did not compromise the advancement and 
aesthetic splendour of the art. 

The celebrated calligrapher Yaqut al-Mustasimi 
(d. 1298), working in Baghdad, wrote the finest 
13th century examples of al-aqlam as-sitta. After 
Yaqut’s death, the master scribes who had studied 
under him carried Yaqut’s approach to writing 
from Baghdad to Anatolia,4 Egypt, Syria, Persia and 
Central Asia. New generations of calligraphers in 
these lands followed Yaqut’s method, but as time 
passed, the method lost its inventiveness. Under the 
Ottoman Turks, calligraphy gained fresh impetus.

1 Whenever referring to the Prophet verbally or in print, it is customary to follow his name with “Peace be upon him.”
2 Kufic is a general term that is not completely accurate, as it is not known which scripts were actually written in Kufa.
3 A title given to a minister, advisor to the caliph.
4 The Asian side of modern-day Turkey.

Above: Examples of al-aqlam as-sitta or six styles of writing in the style of Ibn al-Bawwab 
by Mohamed Zakariya.

Left: The Ibn al-Bawwab Quran in the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, represents one of 
the earliest manuscripts to break away from the difficult to read scripts of the first three 
Islamic centuries. Rayhan and Tawqi’ scripts, 1000–1001 a.d., Baghdad. 

The Turks converted to Islam and adopted the 
Arabic alphabet in the 10th century. While taking 
into account all the developments of the previous 
centuries, the Turkish calligraphers studied the works 
of earlier masters in search of possibilities for further 
refinement. Istanbul is still the centre for studying the art 
and students from all over the world flock there to learn under 
the great masters. It takes many years to learn, and training 
culminates in the ijazah or the authoritative Arabic calligraphy license. The 
continuation of the master-apprenticeship system, in which established principles 
are transmitted from generation to generation, ensures the art form goes from 
strength to strength as it continues to evolve.

The advancement from the rudimentary scripts first used in 7th century Arabia to 
the exquisite art that Arabic calligraphy is today, marks a remarkable achievement 
spanning over 1400 years of individuals striving to make this powerful language as 
exciting to the eye as it is to the ear. Over time, the art matured and calligraphers 
did not restrict their talents to manuscript pages but advanced towards making 
large-scale imaginative compositions. 

Arabic calligraphy in all its variations continues today to retain its vitality and 
importance. The art of Arabic penmanship, whether emblazoned on a wall in 
the Alhambra Palace in Spain or The Great Mosque of Xi’an in China, is truly 
unique to Muslim civilisation. This calendar will take us on a journey through 
these lands and beyond, to bring to light some of the most fascinating examples of 
the ubiquitous art of Arabic calligraphy.
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