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Prof. Sved Sirajuddin,
Former President, Igbal Academy

The Moving Pen
Islamic Calhigraphy through the Ages

As late as the 1930's calligraphy, Khushnavisi as they commonly
called 1t. which translated literally would mean pleasing writing,
formed part of a child's education in all civilized homes. In the
maktabs (the traditional schools usually attached to mosques)
calhigraphy was an essential item of the curriculum. Children
plastered a wooden board with chalk and wrote on it with a reed pen
with the word or letters showing through where the pen had moved.
or covered paper pasted on cardboard with starch, rubbed it with a
cowrie or shell until they produced a glazed surface. then wrote on 1t
with black mk 'Alif 'Ba'. 'Ta' letters of the abjad. the Arabic
alphabet. Good handwriting was regarded as one of the
accomplishments of a gentleman and good handwriting came from
learming and practicing calligraphy. Those of us who followed this
course 1 childhood have never forgotten the joy of having produced
a perfect daira or curve of a Jeem & a Laam "J or a Noon (9

Once a child had learnt to pen the letters of the alphabet and moved
on the wrting words these were chosen from the Quran, and he
wrote Bismillah Al-Rahman Al-Raheem "In the name of Allah the
Mercitul. the Beneficent". Calhigraphy thus in Islamic lands was
part of esscntial culture related both to aesthetics and religion
Calligraphy has enjoved a unique position in Islamic civilization
This was. as 1s well known, largely because of the restrictions
placed on other arts like music, painting and dance. The drawing of
living things prohibited. Islamic peoples turned to the invention and
claboration of complex floral and geometrical patterns. and the same
genius has flowed into calligraphy which gradually developed into
an c¢laborate art form. But restrictions on the other arts 1s not the
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onlv cause of the rich growth of Islamic calligraphy. The Jews with
aimilar restrictions did not develop calligraphy. the Chinese with no
such restrictions did. An important factor in this development i1s the
flexibility of the Arabic seript. which lends atself so naturally to
artistic writing. Coupled with this s the Mushm's deep regard for
the word of God as msenbed i the Quran. Copying the Quran has
been for ages an act of prety and love. Even emperors have sat down
m all humility  to wnite the Quran in their own hand secking therr
calvation in the act This might have been another reason why
calhgraphy was accorded such a high rank among the arts The
number of masters of calligraphy far exceeds that of architects.
panters and craftsmen

The Arabic alphabet has been adopted by all the vernacular
languages of the Istamie world. and calhgraphy 1s basically Arabic
The vertical shape of the ahf | in numerous combmations. the
harizontal lines and curves of other characters that can be shortened
and joined with one another give the Arabie seript a harmony and a
sense of flud progress that s unmatched in other alphabets. "The
e traced by a skilled calhigrapher.” Savs the Encyclopedia
Brtannica, Mis a marvel of flexability and sensiive  inflection.
communicating the very action of the master's hand”

As a decorauve clement calligraphy 1s a pervasive art
beautifving  manuscripts.  coms,  metal  warc.  potieny.
commemorative tablets. tombs and buildings No art mn the Islamic
world has been more widely used than this

We should take a look now at the tools and matenals of
calligraphic writing - The basic tool of course 1s the pen. the galam
Until recent times the master as well as the student of calligraphy
used a reed pen The best reeds came from Mesopotamia. Egypt.
Mazandomn. Shiraz and were found n abundance in India. The
qalam was carefully prepared. cut between two knots. pared (naht).
its end cut at an angle (gatt) and a sphit (shag) made after the gat
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The stvlo has replaced the soft and smooth gliding reed pen today.
Ink was traditionally prepared with soft. vitriol. gallnuts, mdigo and
powdered rice or barley. Detailed recipies for the preparation of ink
have been given m books. The ink used hundreds of years ago 1s
stll fresh on the pages of old manuscripts. The paper too was
specially prepared in medieval and later times. Smooth on surface it
could be white or coloured. brown (badami) paper was particularly
favoured. The writing surface of the paper was given polish (ghota)
with a round stone or shell. Paper was treated to protect it from
termites and white ants. The hand made paper formed part of the
total charm of callhigraphy.

The Arabic sernipt was evolved from the Nabatacan in the
6" century AD. The carliest formal writing, used for religious and
official purposes was done in a styvle known as the Kufic. It 1s a
square, angular script. Its comparatively straight ines and upright
shapes create an impression of solidity and strength. The carhiest
copies of the Quran that have survived dating from the 8" to the 10"
century are written 1 a particular form of the Kufic. The writing 15
so large that sometimes three hines mav cover a whole page The
Kufic style appears to have gone out of general use around the 11"
century although 1t continued to be used as a decorative clement
contrasting with later styles that had pushed 1t out. About 1000 AD
a new script came mto vogue, the naskh. Naskh became the standard
script for copving the Quran. and has remained to this day. the most
popular script of the Arab world. The two men who particularly
developed this style were Ibn Magla and Ibn Bawwab from
Mesopotamia. Ever since, calligraphy has remaimned a major art form
in the Islamic world and we have a whole array of masters who
contributed to its growth and enrichment.

Yakut al-Muta'simi was one of the first to cut the end of the
galam which almost revolutionised calhigraphy giving 1t a finencess
and c¢legance 1t could not have otherwise achieved. Musta'simi was
given the utle ot Qublat-al-Kuttab (the chief of scribes). With the
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passing of tme several stvles were developed. some of them
regronal ke the maghnbr in Spaimn and North Afrnica, the ta'liq in
Iran Mushm creatvity found release in discoverning and evolving
new styvles of wrntmg Abul Fazl mentions eight major calhgraphic
stvles of his ume. Suls, Naskh. Tauqi. Riga. Muhaqgaq. Raihan.
classified these seripts on the basis of the strarght. curved and round
limes m cach Accordimg to lnm Suls and Naskh consisted of 3™
curved and 2/3" stranght hines. the Taugr' and Rig'a 3/4™ curved and
14" strarght ones. Mubaqgag and Rathan of 3/4™ straight and 1/4"
cunved hines and so on Of these senpts the first six more or less
belong to the famnly of Naskh  Ta'hg differs from them and
Nasta'lig even more Nasta'lig s the latest of the Islamie styles of
calligraphy and s revarded by many as the finest and the most
avolved  Khaja Mir Tabnzir s credited wiath  discovening  the
mmmense possibiliies of Nastahig There were other styles hike the
Shikasta used m wniting letters. official and private, the Shafia and
the very complex even comphicated Toghra. highly compact. tight

and decoranve

As happens with all arts a science ot calligraphy was
developed i the Islanuce world Elaborate rules were made for the
tormation of cach letter of the alphabet A detailed discussion of this
exists in the Rasal-al-Ikhwan al-Sata

Calhgraphy was prnimanly put to the service of the Quran
Thousands of copies of the Quran written 1in every script exist in
librarics. muscums and private collections of the world. thousands
sull remam  to be brought to pubhc wview. The Tazkira-i
by the same author. record the names of the well known
calhgraphers These works speak of masters who had speciahized in
particular stvles hike Naskh, Nasta'lig. Shikasta or Shatia To
disungwish himselt in the stvle of his speciahizaton a calhigrapher
had to put all lus physical and mental energy into his work
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Besides the Quran the Islamic world produced numberless
manuscripts of Diwans (Verse Collections). Masnavis, specially the
Masnavi of Maulana Rum, and treatises, which are masterpieces of
calligraphic art. A manuscript was conceived as a piece of art in its
totality, paper, penmanship, tllummation with gold or indigo bluc
and binding. Traditionally the first page of a manuscript was fully
tHuminated with gold or colour, the tollowing pages carrying only
an ornamental border framing the calligraphy. Sometimes miniature
pamting entered manuscripts to illustrate scenes or portray persons
in a book of history or stories. In such manuscripts we find painting
and calligraphy 1n league the miniatures could be the contribution of
accomplished masters including a man like Behzad. the proverbially
super artist from Iran. Such manuscripts were the products of
collaboration between painter and calhigrapher.

Hundreds of manuscripts, many of them masterpicces of
calligraphy. were produced at the Mughal court and in the Deccani
Kingdoms of Bidar, Biyjapur and Golconda. In a city like Hyderabad.
tor four hundred vears the capital of two successive kingdoms.
manuscripts and specimens of calligraphy are scattered all over the
town. m the Idara-e-Adabvat-c-Urdu, the Andhra Pradesh Onental
Manuscnipts hbrarv, the Salar Jung Muscum. the Hyderabad
Muscum. and in numberless private collections.

Calligraphy 1s stll a hving and developing art n all
countries with Islamic cultural influence. The Idara-¢c-Adabyat n
Hvderabad runs a regular course in calhigraphy attended cvery vear
by both boys and girls. Efforts in calligraphy, specially m the
Tughra style have appeared and continue to appear in Urdu dailies
like the Rahnuma-c¢-Deccan, Siasat and Munsif. Individual ustads
(teachers/masters  of calhigraphy) have ther own nsttutions
(1daras). where they devotedly teach the art to the young. In Chatta
Bazar n the Old aty scribes sit, with writing paper and board
resting on raised knee. and compose wedding and other ivitations
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to be printed on cards. In 1985-86 an mternational competition In
callieraphy was organised by the OIC International commission for
the preservation of the Islamic Heritage. Istambul, Turkey. 352
artists from 32 countries participated. savs the pamphlet published
by the commission, 1272 works were submitted for awards of over
$35.000 The pamphlet calls calligraphy "the art of Islamic arts®
Savs a contemporary Urdu poet

uuﬁdﬁfbfiff uséef;ﬂwqu

“To wnite a beautiful hand 1s to catch hfe's refulgence.
To write a beautiful hand 1s to expenience divimty .

¢ 3k %k % ok
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