
Arabic Calligraphy



Background
• The divine revelations to Prophet 

Muhammad are compiled into a 
manuscript: The Quran. Since it is 
Islam's holiest book, copying the text is 
considered an art of devotion. 

• Calligraphy appears on both religious 
and secular objects in almost every 
medium- architecture, paper, ceramics, 
carpets, glass, jewelry, woodcarving, 
and metalwork.



• The need to transcribe the Quran resulted in 
formalization and embellishing of Arabic writing.

• Before the invention of the printing press, everything 
had to be written by hand

• Master calligraphers had a higher status than 
painters in Muslim lands.

• What sort of artists/entertainers have the highest 
status in our world today? Turn & talk with a partner



Materials and Process

Training was a long and rigorous process. The 
calligrapher traditionally prepares their own special 
tools. Pens (Qalam) were fastened out of hollow 
reeds for their flexibility. Inks were prepared using 
natural materials such as soot, ox gall, gum arabic, or 
plant essences. Manuscripts were written on papyrus 
and parchment from animal skin before paper was 
introduced.



Families
• In medieval Persia, calligraphers 

were the most highly regarded 
artists. The art was often passed 
down within the same family.

• What is something that has been 
passed down within your family? 
Turn and talk with a partner



Scripts • The type of script used is 
determined by a number of 
factors such as the audience, 
content, and function. 

• The first script to gain 
prominence in Qurans and in 
architecture was kufic. It 
features angular letters, a 
horizontal format, and thick 
extended strokes. 



Proportions
• From the 10th to the 13th century, a new 

system of proportional cursive scripts, that 
were codified, emerged. 

• In the proportional scripts, each letter's shape 
is determined by a fixed number of 
diamond-shaped dots. A word written in a 
particular script can vary in size but the letters 
will always be in strict proportion to one 
another. 



The Six Proportional Scripts
• There are six proportional scripts, also known as pens (naskh, 

thuluth, muhaqqaq, rayhani, tawqi, and riqa).
• Scripts such as nasta'liq, that are graceful and fluid are used in 

poetry.



Usages of Different Scripts
• Quran manuscripts are often written in naskh, 

thuluth, muhaqqaq, and tawqi because they are bold 
and stately.

• Complex scripts were used in royal correspondence 
because they are difficult to forge.

• Why do we use different fonts today? Discuss.



Naskh:  This thin, long script is the most popular script for Qurans 

Reqaa: A quicker, easier way to write Arabic developed by Ottoman government 
officials for taking fast notes at important meetings. 

Thuluth: A huge, monumental script most often seen on large buildings. The letters get 
very decorative and complicated. Associated with religions and found on mosques and 
for writing holy names.

Nastaliq: A local Iranian script which we will see a lot of in this exhibit. Used to write 
things in the Persian language, which is separate from Arabic. Seen a lot in poetry 
because it is considered fluid.

Kufic: The first style of Arabic calligraphy developed, first used for Qurans but then for 
ornamentation, prizing visual ornamentation over legibility. Very vertical, geometric, 
thick.    

Dewani: This script was one of the secrets of the sultan's palace. Its rules were not 
known to everyone, but confined to its masters and a few bright students. This made it 
hard to forge, so it was used in the writing of all royal decrees.



Muhaqqaq: The name of this script means “clear,: and it is 
considered one of the most legible and beautiful scripts. It is, 
however, one of the hardest to execute.

Rayhani: The name of this script means “basil.” It is a variant of 
the Muhaqqaq script, but it is finer than Muhaqqaq, likened to the 
flowers and leaves of basil

Tawqi: A modified, smaller, and simpler version of Thuluth- sort 
of like Thuluth without all the frills
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