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ART BEAT

How’s your handwriting? Have you ever written
poems or letters in decorative handwriting to
make the words in your poem or letter look
pretty? If you have, then guess what! You’ve come
very close to trying a very unique art form called
calligraphy! But can handwriting be art, you
must be wondering, right? Well, you’d be
surprised to know that calligraphy is a very old
art form, one that you can find in the artistic
traditions of many Asian cultures, including
Japanese and Chinese. And some of the most
spectacular examples of calligraphy in history can
be found in Quranic art, which is basically art
created by artists in places where Islam was the
predominant faith, to spread the teachings of the
Holy Quran.

In this column, we’ll explore the art of
calligraphy, find out why and how it was used
a
shall we?

THE BEGINNING
A long long time ago, in the seventh century

CE, a new religion emerged in the Arabian
Peninsula. This religion was called Islam, and
those who followed it were said to be of Muslim
faith. Their holy book, as we all know, was called
the Quran in which the words of Prophet
Muhammad, the founder of Islam, were conveyed
in Arabic. Now, with the emergence of this new
r
teachings of the Holy Quran far and wide, and
one of the many ways in which it was done was
through art. But the development of art during
this time was majorly influenced by a restriction –
Prophet Muhammad warned the artists not to
imitate the great Allah in their artistic creations
by making images of living things, for he believed
that that would lead to people worshipping idols
instead of the great Allah. And this restriction
proved to be an impetus for the development of
one of the most outstanding features of Islamic
art. The artists during this time avoided using
lifelike forms and started using special kinds of
decorations instead. They include a variety of
intricate designs and geometrical patterns. 

And along with these designs and patterns,
they started using highly stylised forms of
lettering, or calligraphic executions, of religious
sayings or verses from Quran. Within the next
hundred years, Islam spread all over the world
and calligraphy became an important
characteristic of Islamic art.

THE A TO Z OF INDIAN ART

Q FOR QURANIC ART 
What’s art? Why do people paint? And since when? Well, this column will take you on an art
expedition across India. Put on your thinking caps, wield your brushes and join 
Mamta Nainy as she introduces you to the evolution of rich traditions of calligraphy – or
the art of decorative handwriting – to spread the teachings of the Holy Quran.

If you ever visit the Qutb Minar in Delhi (in pic), you can see bands of the most intricate
Kufic style of Quranic calligraphy, with a combination of the bold monumental Tuluth
style. PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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ART BEAT

TRY IT!
Why don’t you try
creating a beautiful
style of writing, with
a pen or a brush, like
the calligraphers of
the past?

STYLISTICALLY SPEAKING
Do you know that the Arabic script is written
from right to left? Not just that, it can be
w
calligraphers, or artists who mastered the art
of lettering after many years of practice,
immense scope to experiment. They loved their
ink to flow from their special pen called a
kalam, glide and sweep, leap and dance to
the divine verse of the Holy Quran! Part of
what makes Arabic calligraphy so beautiful is
the fact that many letters in Arabic are joined
together. The dots and the tall strokes in the
Arabic script also add to the rhythm that the
letters create – if you try looking at a page of

Arabic writing, you’ll find that it looks like a
page of musical notes!
Over time, many calligraphic styles developed.
Some were used for specific purposes. Some
were highly decorative. Others were easy to
read, which made them appropriate for
manuscripts and books. The first calligraphy
style that developed during the end of the
seventh century was called Kufic – named after
the city of Kufa in southern Iraq. It had
angular letters with short vertical strokes and
long horizontal strokes. Another calligraphic
style that developed soon after was the Naskh
or Naskhi. It was easily readable with small
balanced letters made from curving, fluid
lines. Naskh eventually replaced Kufic as the

script of choice for the Quran. Then, in the
tenth century, another script called Thuluth
developed. It was more elegant and decorative
than Kufic or Naskh and was used for
architectural decorations. As Islam spread to
other parts of the world, many other
variations developed too. 
Nasta’liq, for instance, was developed in the
fifteenth century for calligraphic writing based
on the Persian language. It was used in Persia
(present-day Iran) and in areas of India and
Pakistan. It had short, vertical strokes. Another
style that arose in parts of Spain and North
Africa called ‘Magrhribi’ meaning ‘western’.
Magrhribi had strong, thick, vertical strokes
with wide curves. 

PIECES OF THE PAST
Quranic verses executed in
calligraphy can be found on
m
and architecture all over
India and in other countries
where Islam was once or still
a major religion and
cultural force. It is also
common on certain Islamic
building types that appear
throughout the world, like
mosques with minarets,
mausolea, gardens, and
madrasas or religious

schools. Though Quranic calligraphy had strong connections with
religion, it can be found on everything from ceramic bowls to the
walls of houses to tiles to ornaments.
There are many museums in India where you can catch a
glimpse of the beauty of Quranic calligraphy. The Salar Jung
museum in Hyderabad has 365 copies of the Quran in various
calligraphic styles. The Quran Museum in Bhatkal, Karnataka,
has a rare Quran with exquisite calligraphy which is just an inch
long and is one of the smallest in the world! And the Rampur
Raza Library has rare collections of Quran from the seventh
century which were written on parchment in early Kufic script. 

Vertical calligraphy on Taj Mahal. PHOTO: BJORN CHRISTIAN TORRISSEN/ WIKIMEDIA
COMMONS

Quran inscriptions on Bara
Gumbad mosque wall, Lodhi
Gardens, Delhi. PHOTO:
WIKIMEDIA COMONS

Mamta Nainy is a children's
writer. Her latest book "A Brush
with Indian Art" is a beautifully
illustrated work covering the vast
landscape of Indian Art and its
history. 
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