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ABOUT ABU DHABI FESTIVAL

Held under the patronage of His Excellency Sheikh Nahyan
Mubarak Al Nahyan UAE Minister Of Higher Education &
Scientific Reserch, The Abu Dhabi Festival is the UAE’s
premiere classical arts event, attracting high calibre regional
and international artists to the capital every year. Through
comprehensive educational and community programmes, the
festival brings together artists, students, community and cultural
organizations from across the UAE.

ABOUT ABU DHABI
MUSIC & ARTS FOUNDATION

The Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation seeks to nurture the
arts, education, culture and creativity for the benefit of society
and the advancement of Abu Dhabi’s cultural vision. Established
in 1996, the Foundation is a not-for-profit organization under the
patronage of H.E. Sheikh Nahyan Mubarak Al Nahyan, Minister
of Higher Education and Scientific Research.






FOUNDER’S FOREWORD

The Abu Dhabi Festival is proud to be a festival of partnerships
and in its ninth edition, we are delighted to celebrate the theme
Connecting Cultures, where the economic powerhouses of the
world converge upon the world’s latest cultural capital to share the
past, the present and the future of artistic expression.

It has been five years since visual art was first introduced into
the Abu Dhabi Festival programme. Each year since 2008, we
have paid homage to the pioneers of modern and contemporary
art from across the Arab world and Middle East through a specially
commissioned exhibition and commemorative book. From the
splendid complexity of Nja Mahdaoui, the colourful abstraction of
Dia Al Azzawi, to the contemplative works of Parviz Tanavoli and
Adam Henein, and the inspirational installation of Rachid Koraichi,
the Festival has honoured these mavens of art.

Much of our heritage has been diluted by time, and even the most
recent forms of creative expression are in danger of being lost due
to lack of documentation. It is therefore the duty of the Abu Dhabi
Festival and all cultural entities across the Middle East to archive
our artistic identity for the benefit of generations to come. Let us
record the achievements of those who herald the new dawn of
Arab cultural enlightenment, so that they may reach audiences
beyond boundaries and borders and pave the way to deeper
dialogue between countries and cultures.

Hassan Massoudy is building a legacy that shall effortlessly
transcend the temporality of time. His life story and career
progression from Baghdad to Paris has been nothing less than
awe-inspiring. Over the last 40 years, Massoudy has made
significant sacrifices to attain a level of visual expression that
resonates across cultures and continents. As a craftsman, he
preserves the cultural practice of millennia; that which was borne
from the banks of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers. As an artist,
he is evolving tradition to new levels of beauty and meaning and
advancing expression to new forms.

Through mutual respect, tolerance and understanding — also the
founding principles of the UAE - Massoudy has used ‘the common
language of the human heart’ to bring the world together. It is my
great pleasure in 2012 to welcome him home to the Arab world for
Gestures of Light.

Her Excellency Hoda Al Khamis Kanoo
Founder, Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation






CURATORS’ FOREWORD

For over thirty-three years October Gallery has exhibited the work
of artists from around the planet. Before the art world began to talk
of ‘centres’ and ‘peripheries,’ the Gallery’s programme was already
grounded on the belief that artists were the sensitive antennae of
the societies to which they belonged. Artists sensed the state of
things, providing feedback about issues of crucial importance to
both the present and the future. In the multi-cultural metropolis
of London, the constant interchange between our cultures is
everywhere apparent. Dialogues between avant-garde artists
from different places produce critical updates about the current
status of our planet, providing much-needed data on where we, as
individuals, cultures and peoples all fit within the ultimate scheme
of things. We had met many artists whose practice was profoundly
rooted in their own cultures and who were simultaneously alive to
current advances in the global interlinked group of artists at the
forefront of their own cultures whose creative strategies pushed
the artistic boundaries forward on a planetary scale. We called
them artists of the Transvangarde, or ‘trans-cultural avant-garde,’
and then went looking for more of them. In thirty-three years
of expeditions around this extraordinary planet we found many
friends and discovered a wealth of Transvangarde artists whose
work has since been shown, to much acclaim, in the heart of
London.

October Gallery is proud to be involved in this landmark exhibition
of Rachid Koraichi’'s Path of Roses presented as part of the Abu
Dhabi Festival of 2011. The work is a complex, multi-faceted
installation, drawing together diverse elements of the artist’'s work
accomplished in different countries around the Mediterranean.
This unique presentation of Path of Roses is only made possible
by the efforts of a multi-national team of people, both in Abu Dhabi
and around the world, who have added their specialist skills to the
artist’s own irrepressible energies to facilitate the exhibition and to
create this accompanying catalogue. Our deepest thanks go out
to all those who have contributed to this twin manifestation of the
artist’'s oeuvre to date, and, in particular, to the Abu Dhabi Music

and Arts Foundation with whom it has been a great pleasure to
work towards the creation of something of lasting significance.

To view Path of Roses or read Eternity is the Absence of Time,
gives only a small sense of the artist himself. For Rachid Koraichi
is, quite simply, an extraordinary being. His multi-valent art springs
from that quality of detailed attention he dedicates to the world
around him. Yet his ‘art’ - as revealed here - involves him in many
other projects as well: restoring monuments; building houses;
creating gardens and much more besides, because, to him,
these things need to be done. This catalogue gives glimpses of
those other concerns: community ecological projects, education,
sewage systems, food production and so on, that most wouldn’t
consider at all ‘artistic.” Unless, that is, ‘art’ is understood to be
a fundamental expression of how humans actually live. Like
those artistic ‘ancestors,” of his much-loved Tassili Plateau,
Koraichi understands that we are humans first - and only then
are we artists. Those early rock painters were firstly hunters
and gatherers of everything they needed to live. Only once their
community survived did the ‘artists’ - who also built houses and
planted gardens - surface to transmit the superfluous expression
of vital energy they felt, leaving cogent signs of their transient lives
still decipherable and relevant today.

Might one imagine those first rock artists as the avant-garde of
their day? If so, this ongoing dialogue between artists across
both Space and Time might be considered another flowering
of the Transvangarde. Whatever the case, Rachid Koraichi’s
masterpiece, Path of Roses, points to the continuation of this
ancient path into the unknown but certain future still to come.

Elisabeth Lalouschek (left), Artistic Director, and Chili Hawes
(right), Director, October Gallery, London, UK. March, 2012






Hassan Massoudy is a pure soul who cannot be bound by rational strings no matter how delicate or transparent; a boundless spirit who
only soars in a world of subtle words, borrowing elusive verse and enticing the heart towards a distant play of meanings, sounds, voices,
light and shadow. Only there and then does Massoudy find himself, in a creative milieu that fuses restrictive rules of calligraphy with the free
will of imagination; thus the classical master calligrapher provokes the contemporary painter to conceive works of art which defy classicism
and modernity alike.

One of the foremost contemporary Arab artists, Massoudy has succeeded in conquering his ego or nafs, as it is known in the Sufi tradition.
With his large vertical strokes and sparse horizontal lines, he alternates between the spiritual and temporal, the perpetual and ephemeral,
painting and writing (or is it writing and painting?) as if in a trance, without the least care for the material outcome of his creativity; in this
lies his brilliance.

Wijdan Al-Hashemi










INTERVIEW WITH HASSAN MASSOUDY
Gerard Houghton

Gerard Houghton: Your autobiography, Si Loin de I'Euphrate,
paints a vivid picture of your childhood in the desert town of Najaf.
Yet, you've lived abroad in Paris for the last forty years. Tell me
something about why you left the deserts of southern Iraq to install
yourself in this European capital?

Hassan Massoudy: Well, my first move was to another capital
city, Baghdad, which already seemed centuries away from Najaf,
with large, open places and monumental architecture. In the late
1950s the prominent Iraqgi artist, Jawad Salim, had been asked
to decorate Baghdad’'s Tahrir Square with his Nusb Al Hurriya
(Freedom Monument) symbolising the aspirations of all Iragis for
a secure and prosperous future. This massive mural celebrated
the unity of all Iraqis regardless of their varying ethnic, religious or
political backgrounds. In 1961, still just seventeen years old, my
mind was full of the heady dreams of youth. There’s an old photo
of me (Fig.1), sitting in Sahat Al Tahrir (Liberation Square) one
evening, in a much calmer atmosphere than exists there today.
In the background are the bronze panels of Salim’s Monument.
For me, this photo evokes a time when | was concerned about my
future and asking lots of anxious questions like ‘What am | going
to do next?’ | was a typical adolescent, really, more worried about
my future than the worsening political unrest around me. | suffered
during the difficult times that had just begun, but there were also
times when we thought things might calm down. However, as the
1960s progressed there was an ever-more-rapid decline into the
horrors that continue right up until today. In 1961, | was learning
how to support myself as a calligrapher, in Baghdad. But | knew
that | didn’t want to remain a calligrapher forever. Why be just a
craftsman? When | saw the power to persuade of this Monument,
| knew | wanted to become an artist and study in Paris, like Jawad
Salim!

Gerard Houghton: How did you imagine an artist might be
different from a craftsman?

Hassan Massoudy: The craftsman’s aim is not at all the same
as the aim of art, which is more complex - more profound. For
me, art is something that asks pointed questions about the human
condition. Art deals with life and with death; it asks what needs to
be done to make something new; it engages with war, violence
and the entire range of human experience. These are questions
that anyone might ask about what it means to be human, but it's
the artist’s duty to continue to question - even when no satisfactory
answers can be found. This defines, for me, the matter of art. The
craftsman is concerned with the ambiance that surrounds us all,
and with making necessary objects that are also agreeable. The
origins of art lie in the mysterious act of creation, whereas artisanal
production is based upon reproducing what has been made before,
using often-repeated motifs and previously developed ideas. In art
one can’t simply repeat what has already been done: if there’s no
advance, then one stagnates. Thus, art is predicated on a cycle of
continuous development, which is what makes it such a struggle.
The artist is always striving to outdo the best that's ever been
done before.

Gerard Houghton: | think that you had family and friends in
Baghdad who helped you to settle and find work there, as you
began to learn the calligrapher’s craft.

Hassan Massoudy: Yes, that’s right. Another photo, taken in
1968, (Fig. 2) shows me as a young man of twenty-four already
established as a calligrapher in the centre of Baghdad. In the
beginning | worked with other calligraphers before eventually setting
up my own office-studio. | answered demands for all kinds of work:
pieces that supported newspaper articles, advertisements in the
other media, small signs and any other commissions. Eventually,
| became the resident calligrapher for a chain of cinemas doing all
the graphics for their publicity materials and posters. Here you see
me surrounded by the tools of the trade: the galams, or reed pens,
the materials for making inks, the instruments needed to design



the various shapes within which I'd inscribe text by hand. You can
also see the pictures with which I've always surrounded myself,
ever since | was young, to act as inspirations for me. In order to
focus on my work, | needed to have a quiet, ambient space around
me to create the necessary conditions for concentration. At that
time, in Baghdad, | was probably something of an exception in that
respect. The great calligrapher, Hachem Al-Baghdadi, would pass
by my studio and always stop to sit down and talk for a while. He

Fig. 1. 1962, Hassan Massoudy aged
18, Tahrir Square, Baghdad. Jawad
Salim’s Nasb al Hurriya (Freedom
Monument) can be seen in the

once told me, “You know, Hassan, | never mind visiting your office,
because it's so clean that | can be sure of not getting ink-stains
all over my clothes. That's something that always happens when
| visit other calligraphers’ studios!” This photo was taken not too
long before | left Baghdad for Paris, in 1969.

Gerard Houghton: Do you still have any examples or copies of
the calligraphic work you did in those early days?

Hassan Massoudy: No! When | left for France, | took nothing of
my own along with me except a few personal souvenirs: a piece
by Hachem and a Persian galam, since they’re amongst the best
there are. But, to give an idea of the styles of calligraphy | most
admired at that time, I've selected seven pieces (Figs. 3-10) - each
with a small commentary - to illustrate the sort of work that was my
daily bread and butter, and that | most enjoyed doing in Baghdad.
However, all these examples were done after I'd settled in Paris.
Islamic calligraphy follows precisely codified rules, which one
learns from a master who, in turn, follows exactly the same rules
as his master taught him. If changes in style do occur, therefore,
they might be noticeable from one century to another, but are
invisible from one generation to the next. However, in the western
arts tradition, change is de rigeur, even over a few decades of any
one artist’s development. If I'd continued to work in this earlier vein,
I’'d have been accepted as a traditional calligrapher anywhere in
the Islamic world. But, after becoming conscious of the necessity
of exploring things more deeply, and of adding something new, |
sacrificed this continuity of tradition to search for something else.
When one does that, one breaks with a system that isn’t designed
to accommodate change, and, as a traditional calligrapher, one
is finished. That's a very painful step to take, because one enters
into a place of uncertainty, where there are no guides. For the
forty years since, almost nobody in the Arab world has been

background.

interested in the work I've created. That’s, perhaps, just beginning
to change today, but during most of that time, I've been almost
unrecognized. If | had continued with traditional styles, | would
have been well able to support myself, and, hopefully, I'd even
have made a name for myself.

Gerard Houghton: So, you made the choice to follow your intuition
- or destiny, and break with both style and place. Tell me what
happened next, after you arrived in Paris almost empty-handed?

Hassan Massoudy: Well, everything is due to this amazing city of
Paris and to my subsequent encounters with a whole range of other
artistic expressions, by which | mean European artistic styles, not
just French. I'm keenly aware that I'm working in the very centre
of Europe, here, and that contacts and exchanges with European
artists have given me innumerable advantages | didn’'t have in
Baghdad. When | arrived, in 1969, it’s true that | had empty hands
— but | brought along with me many other things inside my head. |
was just twenty-five years old, and couldn’t speak much French at
all, so the first work | found, ironically enough given my intention to

Fig. 2.1968, Hassan Massoudy in his
calligraphy studio in Baghdad.
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Fig. 3. Travel if you wish to make something of yourself. Only by travelling through the heavens does the crescent moon become the full moon. Ibn Kalakis (12th century)

Figs. 3-10. Sadly, | no longer possess any examples of the calligraphies | created whilst in Iraq.
These, however, are works in similar styles that | created after | had moved to Paris.

Fig. 4. There are those who give with joy and that joy is their reward. The Quran Fig. 5. If what you have to say is not more beaultiful
than silence — then keep quiet! Arabic saying

10



Fig. 6. The rank of the learned is the highest of all ranks.
Arabic saying

A

Fig. 10. If evil won’t leave you alone —
then leave it alone. Slavic proverb

Fig. 7. Do not take without giving. Proverb

s

Fig. 8. The rank of the learned is the highest of all ranks. Arabic saying Fig. 9. Oh my absent ones, how well | see you all
within my heart. Al-Baha Zuhair (12th century)
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quit the field, was as an Arabic calligrapher — using the one qalam
I’d brought with me! | thought that job would only be temporary, but
then | realized that any other job would consume huge amounts
of my time. My earlier practice in doing calligraphic tasks in a
relatively short time-frame, freed me up to attend the Beaux-Arts
School where | could spend the rest of my time doing what | really
wanted to do - painting. During those first years, | worked mostly
for an Algerian newspaper, and they paid me enough to cover
my rent and still eat, cheaply, in the University restaurants. | lived
frugally, and managed to supplement my earnings with irregular
income from various performances | did. Since | had few other
expenses, | was able to survive my first decade in Paris.

More importantly, | was attending the most distinguished arts
school of the day, L’Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts on
the left bank of the Seine, just across from the Louvre. The Beaux-
Arts school was very open — after the student strikes of May '68 -
and there was a pervasive air of freedom, which was very different
from anything I'd known before. However, they still demanded that
students pass every exam if they wanted to continue studying to
the next level. Obviously | was ecstatic to be studying under fine
teachers who taught so many different courses on both theoretical
and practical subjects: frescos, painting, sculpture, how to draw,
the proportions of things, the dynamics of composition — most of
which were quite foreign to me and all of which | worked hard to
master. Of the hundred or more canvases | painted during my six
years there, most were badly damaged by flooding, but a few that
I'd framed and hung on my walls survive intact today. These were
mainly figurative canvases worked in oils or acrylic paints. There’s
a conscious rudeness, or brutality, about the figures in these
paintings, which owes everything to their subject. Even though |
was deeply involved in my new Parisian world, my feelings were
fixed on the frequent news about developments and reversals in
Irag. No matter what | did, | was still thinking about events there,
and the brutalities imposed on the ordinary people of Iraq formed
the single underlying theme of all my paintings from that period.
Some canvases (Figs. 11 & 12) show these brutal, muscular types
who were wresting control of that world from others whose lives
they were destroying. Another canvas (Fig. 13), dated 1975, takes
as its subject the anxiety and uncertainty of ordinary people

12

Fig. 11. Qil on canvas, 1975.

Fig. 12. Acrylic on canvas, 1975.




caught up in the Lebanese Civil War. This was the first time we’d
seen such open sectarian violence, and news of whole families
fleeing from one quarter of Beirut to another to escape retaliatory
massacres was deeply unsettling, and this poured out onto my
canvases. The composition depicts a family and their children
escaping with all their worldly possessions loaded into bags or
sheets carried on their heads, while bombs and artillery shells
explode all around them. Well, | realized it was possible to take on
board the sufferings of the whole world with everything reported in
graphic detail during an evening’s television. So, gradually | tried to
free myself from the fetters imposed by this over-concentration on
the world of suffering, and to turn to other things equally important
for an artist to examine. | asked myself what can an artist offer that
has a positive impact upon the wider world. Obviously an artist
with his canvases or calligraphies might also transmit messages
of calm, peace and serenity — which help to diminish the violence
and so ease the weight of suffering around him.

Gerard Houghton: These canvases have all the trappings of
modern, western oil-painting, which is quite different from the
work for which you’re so well-known today. What explains that
difference?

Hassan Massoudy: Well, the longer | studied at the Beaux-Arts,
the more | realized that all my reactions were finding expression
using techniques I'd developed in the West, and that if | was going
to create anything that had deep significance for me personally,
then it needed to have stronger links to my own culture. So |
began to introduce into my paintings elements which gave them
interior strength, by referring back to my roots. From the plastic
arts perspective, it was obvious that my paintings weren’t radically
different from what others around me were doing. Of course
Picasso had made breakthroughs in this area and created works
more significant than anything | was able to do. At best, | was only
adding footnotes to what the major western artists had already
achieved. This was the reason | decided to introduce ‘words’ from
my Arab culture into my paintings. | moved away from canvas and
returned to paper. My paint-brushes were set aside in favour of
the galam, and ink began to replace the oils and acrylics. One of
the first examples shows a figure (Fig. 14)drawn against a cyclone
of repeated words. The written word which shapes the abstract

Fig. 14. Ink on paper. Figure in a whirlwind of words (Liberty), 1979.
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Fig. 13. Canvas depicting a family fleeing bombardment during the
Lebanese Civil War, 1975.




background is ‘Liberty’ — and the person represents someone
constantly in search of this indefinable and evanescent quality
of freedom.

Gerard Houghton: So who is this ‘figure’ and why is he engaged
in this pursuit?

Hassan Massoudy: It's me! ...and I'm lost! I'm searching for the
way forward or, more simply still, just a way to break the pattern
of going endlessly round and round in circles. The spiralling force
is the thing that traps me. But to escape is not a simple matter of
just going back to reclaim my own scriptorial traditions; that would
imply that whatever I'd gone to France to discover was useless,
and I'd be abandoning everything I'd ever learnt at the Beaux-Arts.
I knew that would be a retrograde step, if not a complete admission
of failure. This dilemma is caught in the work which shows another
figure (Fig.15) in some sort of conflict with calligraphic signs which
appear to be invading the space he occupies. The point is that
these are not meaningless signs — I'd already experimented with
those before — but the Arabic letter ‘waw’ encircling me. ‘Waw’
is unique amongst the letters of the Arabic alphabet in being
able to stand alone and, calligraphically speaking, I've always
liked its beautiful shape. Here, the calligraphic signs seem to link
themselves into a mesh, and I'm the fish caught in that net of
signs. This work marks the realization of that moment of separation
between these two contrasting impulses: between integration and

Fig. 15. Man in conflict with letters, mirroring my own struggle between
figuration and abstraction, 1979.
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differentiation, between figuration and abstraction and between
oriental and occidental approaches. It's a difficult and painful
moment — but also a useful, maybe even a necessary one, and
it heralds the start of something new. In 1975, around the end of
my time at the Beaux-Arts, | struggled terribly with this blockage,
which consumed five more years of restless searching, at least
until 1980. Let’s try this way, no! What about this way — another
dead end! Sometimes I'd introduce letters that had absolutely
no sense at all by themselves. Another time | used letters mixed
in with faces and people. | experimented with all kinds of signs
to try to escape, only to realize that none of them led the right
way. Then came a moment of crystal clarity. | told myself to go
back to a moment in the desert outside Najaf when | remembered
envisioning Arabic letters as though they were sculptures in a
desert landscape. That's when the barriers opened, and set me
on the first step of the path I've been following ever since (Figs.
19 & 20). Between 1980 and 2012, that makes over thirty years.

Gerard Houghton: It's as though that early memory, or vision,
was a necessary seed to start the process of transformation.
What's fascinating is that, in some sense, you’d already found the
answer to your later questions much earlier in your life!

Hassan Massoudy: Yes! The desert landscape itself held the
secret to my quest. This resolution can be seen in (Fig.17), which
uses the same word, ‘Liberty’, as the previous example. Here,
the word, endlessly repeated, creates a landscape in which there
appears a sculptural emblem of the same word, whilst a more
distant glyph seems to float upon the horizon. Images of the
desert are always in my head when I'm working, and here you
can see the landscape rising to form a sand dune, the simplest
of forms that evokes this quite special zone and the simple but
rigorous conditions it follows. Somewhere between abstraction
and figuration the landscape itself transforms into phrases that
concentrate and focus the attention of the whole piece. | realized
that, not only did this new direction hold the maximum potential,
but, more importantly, it contained the seeds of real progress, so |
could begin to advance again.



Gerard Houghton: You mentioned five years of restless searching,
before the floodgates opened. Were there other contributory
factors that helped bring about this sudden liberation?

Hassan Massoudy: Well, of course, it really came from several
intertwining strands developing over time, a mixture of influences -
some coming from western art and others from oriental aesthetics.
Most significantly, I'd just encountered something entirely new to
me, Japanese calligraphy. Every year, there’s an Autumn Festival
in Paris, and, in 1978, it placed special emphasis on Japan, with
exhibitions, concerts and performances by Japanese architects,
musicians, dancers and so on. Amongst the many events
programmed was a series of demonstrations, at the Sorbonne
Chapel, by six Japanese master calligraphers, each demonstrating
a different aspect of Japanese calligraphy, from the traditional to
the downright avant-garde. | went every single day and watched
dozens of different demonstrations. | was amazed by this work, and
became enamoured with this very different art, using soft, flowing
brushes of all sizes to produce strikingly beautiful displays. Two
things differed from the calligraphy | knew: the use of huge brushes,
while standing on the paper itself, to produce characters as large
as a man’s body; and the speed at which they worked, with rapid
strokes giving expression to the calligrapher’s intense emotions.
In classical Arabic calligraphy one moves deliberately across the
paper, advancing millimetre by millimetre in order to leave a deep,
even black colour following the tip of the pen. Almost unconsciously,
| began to integrate these Japanese techniques into what | was
doing. This proved a major stimulus to my development, since I'd
become aware of calligraphy executed at speeds and at scales
I'd never before imagined. As the rapid brushstroke loses ink, it
produces very interesting effects as the paper shines through, and
much research amongst Japanese calligraphers goes into varying
these subtle effects. | began to experiment myself, using both
galams and the long ‘edge’ instruments | was devising, to develop
similar effects. When the dark ink starts to disappear in strokes |
make, it's as though | see light begin to radiate out from within the
stroke itself. Although writing with black ink, these gestural strokes
seem to emit light. Still, some things, such as the rigidity of the
galam, remain typically Arab in their function and it's taken years
of research to integrate these contrasting elements so that they
coexist harmoniously in my work.
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Gerard Houghton: Did you ever study Japanese calligraphy in
any formal manner?

Hassan Massoudy: No, never formally, although | did spend long
years learning to integrate different Japanese techniques using
the sets of instruments | had developed. In 2004, | was invited to
take part in a conference at the National Museum of Ethnology
in Osaka. | relished visiting the old cultural capitals of Nara and
Kyoto with their wooden temples and stone monuments covered in
moving abstractions | couldn’t read. In Osaka, | was introduced to
the master calligrapher, Shisei Morimoto, who invited me to spend
an afternoon in a free exchange of ideas and techniques. When |
visited his studio, I'm not sure that | was quite the person he’d been
expecting to meet. He greeted me, surrounded by his students,
and began to explain about different kinds of brushes, of which he
showed me many examples. Next came a long explanation about
various papers followed by an account of the different kinds of
ink and a demonstration of the time-consuming way ink is made
by rubbing the ink-stick in water on the suzuri, or stone inkwell.
Finally, he gave a brief demonstration of his writing skills, before
handing over to me. | had a square piece of card in my pocket,
and | asked him if he had any paper | could use, not the absorbent
Japanese paper, washi, but some ordinary photocopy paper. One
of his students finally found some in the printer. Then, | soaked
the small cardboard square in the same ink he’d used and began
my series of strokes. Morimoto Sensei couldn’t believe what was

Fig. 16. The word Peace in the form of a dove, beneath which a desert
landscape - created by the endless repetition of this same word.



Fig. 17. 1981. Ink on paper. The word Freedom written as glyphs in a desert
landscape composed of the same word.

Fig. 18. 2004, Hassan Massoudy with Morimoto Shisei drawing together in Osaka.

16

appearing from this decidedly low-tech system and let out a cry of
surprise. ‘This is amazing! How did you do that?’ He wanted me
to exchange my little bit of cardboard for one of his own brushes,
a stick of ink and his beautiful stone inkwell, obviously a prized
possession. | told him I'd happily give it to him for nothing, but he
insisted on the exchange, made a student empty the suzuri, so
| could take it with me, and even presented me with a fine piece
of his calligraphy as well. He was very polite, and told me that I'd
shown him something very valuable that he hadn’t known before.
Following this, | did some other pieces for him, after which we
decided to write some Japanese characters together. We had an
enjoyable time, and | copied, after a fashion, some of the things he
was doing, which delighted him.

Gerard Houghton: Sothis unique style you've created incorporates
Arabic calligraphic traditions and modern western painting, which
you've then integrated with an overlay of oriental aesthetics!

Hassan Massoudy: Well | wouldn'’t put it quite so simply as that!
Today, | realize that | didn’t know that much about calligraphy — |
mean real Arabic calligraphy — when | first arrived from Iraq. There
are plenty of people in the Arab world in the same situation; they
have no understanding of what real calligraphy is at all. To be
honest, it was only when | came to France that | actually began to
understand the true meaning of calligraphy. Sometimes | explain
it thus: Iraq gave me my first understanding of western painting,
whereas France taught me to understand Arabic calligraphy!

Gerard Houghton: A beautiful paradox! Please, tell me more
about what you mean.

Hassan Massoudy: Well, there’s so much information here in
France, many photos of monuments that were buried or lost in
Central Asia and elsewhere, many libraries and books offering
the real possibility of finding and consulting many primary source
documents and examining historical examples of calligraphy from
all over the Arab world. Look at the riches in the Louvre, or British
Museum (Figs. 46 & 53). In Baghdad | didn’'t have such means to
study. Once here, too, | could travel to Egypt, to Turkey or to Japan
in order to meet many calligraphers of other styles and discuss



theory and technique directly with them. This wealth of information
so enriched me, that, in 1981, | published my first book on the
subject, Living Arabic Calligraphy. Today, I'm still learning, and
every successive edition of that book, now into its fifth printing,
includes new material.

Gerard Houghton: Tell me about the work that you’ve done for
many years now, working in schools and with other groups to
demonstrate the art of Arabic calligraphy.

Hassan Massoudy: It began with my first job after leaving the
Beaux-Arts. The Artists’ Association asked major companies to
employ artists to improve workers’ conditions in their factories. So,
I’d go to Renault to give demonstrations to the car workers about
once a week, for which | received a salary (Fig. 22). The workers
were fascinated just to see an artist at work! I'd explain to them the
basics of Arabic calligraphy, describe what | was doing, write their
names in Arabic letters and so on. They were even interested to
learn such things during their lunch break, unsurprisingly perhaps,
since many of the workers had Arab backgrounds. But I've also
worked a lot in schools, where the young are always captivated
by what | do (Figs. 27 & 28). | show them how the instruments
work and help them develop their own talents. Children love a
challenge and often produce startling results. They're ready to
push boundaries in ways that adults don’t, which helps me. If | show
them how to write the word ‘Wind’ — | deform certain letters as
though a wind were blowing them around, or the word
might have little curlicues licking up the sides of letters. Children
have no difficulty understanding what’'s going on and soon start
experimenting by themselves. | tell them that a calligrapher, if he
wants to play, has the right to take any letter and lengthen its top
or its tail, and they can add ornamentation wherever it suits them.
While explaining this, | create little bits of magic on the paper that
excite them, and they can’t wait to try it out. Pretty soon, they all
want to become calligraphers and start transforming letters into
vivid pictures from their own fertile imaginations.

‘Fire’

Gerard Houghton: But you've also expanded these
‘demonstrations’, as you call them, into full-blown multimedia
performances in front of large audiences. How did that develop?
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Hassan Massoudy: Thatall happened as aresult of myinteractions
with the well-known French actor and comedian Guy Jacquet. A
very talented man, with a degree in Oriental Languages, Guy was
perfectly bi-lingual. In 1972, Guy asked me to accompany him on
stage and present my calligraphy before a large group of people.
He would read poetry in French and Arabic, and | would perform
on stage with him, creating impromptu calligraphic expressions in
response to the poems he’d read. At first, | thought | was going to
die of fear. Guy was asking me to do something that just isn’t done!
Arabic calligraphy requires a certain slowness of pace, and one
needs to be unpressured by time, to do it well. Here, | was given
almost no time at all, and people were watching my every move.
It was really unnerving. What if | made a mistake - for example
- a misspelling? In the studio, if you miss out a letter, you tear
up that piece of paper and begin again! The anguish | felt made
me physically very tense; exactly the wrong conditions to produce
free-flowing art! But, with time, | was able to tame this debilitating
terror and learnt how to overcome my uneasiness. Partly this was
out of necessity, since | had no other means of living. | don’t mean
‘living’ in material terms; I'm talking about existing on a spiritual
level. My deepest wish was to exist, as a practising artist, in Paris,
and | dared not fail, so | had no choice but to meet this challenge
head on. Once | began working on stage, | had to find viable
solutions to each problem posed along this totally unexpected
pathway opening up before me.

Gerard Houghton: That first time you went before an audience
must have been the hardest of all?

Hassan Massoudy: Yes, looking back, it wasn't easy! Guy
introduced me into this totally foreign space, and suddenly | was
sitting up there on stage with everyone looking expectantly at me.
Guy helped me in so many ways. He told me, ‘Look, Hassan, I'm
an actor and I've studied theatre all my life. An audience warms
more to the most fragile person on the stage, like you, than they
do to a ‘pro’ like me. People will immediately like you because of
who you are. They'll feel your sensitivity, your fragility, and they’ll
attach themselves much more readily to you. They’ve seen many
actors with big egos like me before, but very few like you!” So, that
first time, | trusted him and went onstage. All | really remember



Fig. 19. Arabesque. Actor Guy Jacquet, musician Fawzi Al-Aiedy with Hassan
Massoudy performing together on stage, 1972.

is racing through my act. At the end, there was just silence — |
didn’t dare look up! — then, rapturous applause broke out, and the
audience didn’t want the evening to end. | was shocked! I'd felt
| was ruining the calligraphy by rushing through it like that, and
expected the audience to be annoyed with me. But, just as Guy
said, it was exactly the opposite. Now, when | work in public | re-
encounter this paradox. | sense that when something doesn’t turn
out properly, and | make small touch-ups, the audience understands
this, and responds positively, by empathising with me even more.
| remember one evening onstage when a fly, attracted by the light
of the overhead projector | was using, landed in the middle of a
work I'd just begun. Everyone could see it, projected on-screen,
as it started to strut unpredictably around the clear white space. |
froze: the insect had invaded my space and didn’t know what to
do! The answer arrived spontaneously, as | drew a circle of ink
around it and left it there to dance around by itself. People realized
| was trying to find a solution to the problem. Even though the fly
was ruining things for me, | wasn’t aggressive towards it — shooing
it away or worse. I'd shown respect for its insect needs, and found
a solution to suit both of us. Then, | returned to my calligraphy,
using the remaining spaces, until the insect flew away, leaving a
bright empty circle in the centre. The audience was spellbound.
They felt that this compromise came from a sensitivity to other
creatures. Perhaps, the ability to react with generosity was also
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projected, in real-time, on the screen. You can’t prepare for things
like that. Quite extraordinary things do happen, and the stage
becomes a special place where one sees unfolding situations of
real, if ephemeral, drama. Guy knew what marvellous things are
possible when an artist reveals glimpses of his inner self before
an audience. He taught me that good audiences are sufficiently
sensitive to respond to the smallest subtlety and will forgive all
genuine mistakes. As time passed | came to understand how the
live performance of calligraphy nourishes me - and my work. Now
when | finish I'm always happy, since | know I've communicated
something with others. So, at the start it was really difficult, but by
force of repetition, | couldn’t do without it anymore.

Gerard Houghton: Now that you have so much experience of
how these demonstrations work, do you have a standard series of
themes you run through, a set sequence that you've developed?

Hassan Massoudy: Absolutely not! | change the programme for
each and every performance! There are some words that you
might use in one situation, or place, that wouldn’t necessarily work
in another space. Also the things about which | want to talk develop
and change all the time. Each audience is quite different, it's a
‘live’ encounter, and there has to be something new developing
out of each exchange. When | say something to an audience it's
as though I'm posing a question to those in that room — and | sense
how the group reacts, positively or not, and if it's not something
they respond to I'll change direction and take another tack until
there’s a group resonance. But | also enter into these situations
with the idea that I'm there to learn something as much as to
offer anything. | wish to have some emotional response myself,
precisely so that during the next week I've something to add to
my work when I’'m alone in my studio. Things arise unexpectedly,
and that's quite beautiful. No artist can continue to create out of
a vacuum. It's the same question I've always asked: how does
one nourish novelty? The answer is: by constant interactions with
others, in their expressions, the smiles on their faces, the welcome
they afford me, the things they say. These all nourish me, so that
when | return home, my mind is full of images, sensations and
reflections all gathered in the course of one evening. That gives
me food for thought and pushes me to explore new things. If



Fig. 20. Hassan Massoudy in front of Alexander Calder Sculpture
(Gwenfritz, 1968) Washington, 2009.

Fig. 21. Hassan Massoudy in his studio in Brunoy, France. The
influence of Pierre Soulages appears in some recent works.
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something I've said or done makes people laugh or excited, then
it signals a new direction for further exploration.

Gerard Houghton: Earlier you mentioned ‘western art and
oriental aesthetics’ as being equally important influences. We
discussed the oriental path that so fascinated you. Can you also
tell me about those western artists whose work has influenced
you?

Hassan Massoudy: Once, while exhibiting at the Kennedy
Center in Washington, | came upon an enormous Alexander
Calder sculpture (Fig. 50), near the Museum of American History.
Calder is someone for whom I've always had enormous respect.
Guy Jacquet knew Calder very well, and had many examples of
his work at home. One day Guy took me along to visit Calder’s
studio where we saw some magnificent sculptures, so I've been
familiar with his work for many years. | mentioned earlier my vision
of seeing my own calligraphies set in landscapes and having
sculptural qualities. Sometimes | imagine | see his sculptures
surfacing through my work: other times | read my own work as
though | were looking at a Calder! It's very mysterious! Another
artist | like is Pierre Soulages, whose abstract, expressionist
canvases mainly in black — or ultra-black, as he describes it - also
show the influence of Japanese calligraphy. It was Soulages who
gave me the idea of adding these large flat areas, or strokes,
which give such force to many of my works. When | use colour,
few realize that there might be a link to Soulages’ work, but when
my work is black ink on white paper, it seems more obvious (Fig.
21). I've had so many influences from the orient to the occident
and each one has added another element to my work. They've
all entered into me and somehow become integrated into my
calligraphies, which is to say, simply, that there’s an undeniable
duality to my work. Of course this duality has always existed in
Arabic calligraphy as well: there is writing that is soft, supple and
rounded and there is the quite solemn side, geometrical and
architectural, that one sees used in the decoration of monuments.
So, in talking of the duality of my own work, I'd suggest that the
curves have been greatly influenced by the work of the Japanese
calligraphers and the straight lines show the influence of western
artists such as Soulages and Calder.



Gerard Houghton: You've come a long way from the heady
dreams of that young calligrapher who wished to become an artist
in Paris. In retrospect what you’ve achieved is quite remarkable.
Using the familiar tropes of poetry and abstract art you've
introduced many thousands to the glories of Arabic calligraphy
in a country where it was previously unappreciated and almost
unknown!

Hassan Massoudy: All | can say is how incredibly lucky I've been.
I've been made to feel so welcome here in Europe by this society
that so readily adopted me. In return, I've always wanted to show
the people | meet some of the many beautiful things | inherited
from my own society, and I've tried to share the best of my world
with them. Here in Paris, we've all contributed something quite
special, as artists from different cultures and different traditions
have gathered in this multicultural capital to perform in concert -
all together and all sharing the same stage. These cross-cultural
exchanges are extraordinarily intense. What surprises me most
- since calligraphy has never been seen as a ‘performing art’ -
is that my own calligraphic contribution, projected as moving
lights and shadows on the scenery, has acted as a catalyst that
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promotes this spontaneous fusion. When working with musicians
from many places, such as Fawzi Al-Aiedy (Iraq), Kudsi Erguner
(Turkey), or singers such as Houria Aichi (Algeria), the rhythm of
my strokes keeps time and perfect pitch to illustrate the cadences
of their art. When working with dancers from many traditions, such
as Kader Belarbi (Algeria/France), Katia Légeret (France/India)
and Carolyn Carlson (USA), the movement of my strokes extends
the dancers fluent gestures on the stage. So the calligrapher
becomes scenographer: writing abstract shapes that unite the
haunting voices of poets no longer present, with the eloquent
music and dancing of this present moment in time. Sometimes
on stage, as I'm following the movements and melodies of my
fellow performers, writing dynamically in black ink on a bright
screen, | feel as though I'm sculpting an abstract shape that
forms, dissolves and re-forms beneath my reactive hands. What
word I'm trying to write — | can’t be sure — it might be ‘Liberty’, or
‘Hope’ or ‘Peace’ — but | know that everyone watching the dance,
who hears the music and observes that forming abstract word,
understands intuitively that whatever I'm shaping, in gestures of
light, is written in the common language of the human heart.
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Patience has a bitter taste at the start, but in the end is sweeter than honey.
Arabic saying
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The way lies beneath your feet.

Zen saying
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If you want to have flowers - don’t cut the roots! 2933 2dn 45 38 jLay Xl paass of oyl 131
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There are those who give with joy and that joy is their reward. 031> ai>ydg Loyd oz @gunziyg
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Oh my absent ones, how well | see you all within my heart. ) shgdl - masalll b S8y il L
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THE DYNAMISM OF ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY
Hassan Massoudy

The traditions and rules of Arabic calligraphy are derived from
teaching methods that date back to the Sumerian and ancient
Egyptian civilizations. While Sumerian writings were stamped onto
mud bricks, the ancient Egyptians left behind many examples of
writing done with a pen, in black ink, on papyrus. In appearance,
these scripts are similar to Arabic writing, and many fine examples
can be found exhibited in museums around the world.

When we look closely at the form and shape of these calligraphic
inscriptions, we notice a technical similarity to Arabic calligraphy.
When visiting museums and looking at these manuscripts
from a distance, | often feel that, at first glance, they bear a
great resemblance to hand-written scripts in the Arabic style of
calligraphy. However, on closer inspection, | discover them, in fact,
to be ancient Egyptian texts.

In ancient Egyptian calligraphy, the pen pointed at an angle of 45
degrees to the paper; this represents the average angle still used
by Arab calligraphers today. The proportions and measurements of
words within a line are also comparable. Moreover, the recipes for
the preparation of ink remain the same and calligraphers today still
use these same recipes in regions bordering the Mediterranean
Sea. Ancient Egyptian scripts celebrating the profession of
calligraphy and the calligrapher’s critical role in society have been
discovered. They suggest the respect this profession earned over
the preceding centuries both in the Arab world and other Islamic
countries.

In the past, teaching included the shape of the letters, unveiling
the forms of calligraphy at one and the same time as the meaning
of the words; whereas today the teaching of calligraphy, together
with its rules, is totally overlooked in primary schools.
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The importance of learning calligraphy resides in its capacity to
create discipline and beauty in one’s self even prior to the drawing
of letters on paper. Even if the concept of beauty varied over
time and throughout different geographical areas, the materials
and techniques did not change significantly. Calligraphers still
use, for example, the qalam, a hollow reed pen, for its flexibility,
the simplicity of its mechanism and its abundance in nature.
Furthermore, the arrangement of the words on the page as well
as the ink and its qualities haven’t changed much, so all of these
techniques still offer the same aesthetic results.

When Arabic writing was first introduced over fifteen centuries ago,
letters had simple and primitive structures. However, the invention
of Kufic script at the dawn of Islam, paved the way for a multiplicity
of artistic movements in Arabic calligraphy. This diversification
was mainly based on the re-shaping of letters under various
influences, including: religion, economy, arts, literature, politics
and geography, over a period of around one thousand years.

Between the 9" and the 19" centuries, numerous styles and
compositions were conceived and ancient calligraphers handed
down to us a wonderful legacy, which has contributed, in no small
way, to the development of contemporary Arab art.

The teaching methods of Arabic calligraphy have also remained
identical over historical time. In other words, the young amateur
would knock on the door of a Sheikh Master calligrapher in order to
receive an all-inclusive training in the literary, technical and artistic
knowledge which would allow him to draw letters, prepare ink,
refine papers and understand the humanitarian and philosophical
dimension of his profession.



| have selected the following basic passages among the many
texts calligraphers used to submit to their students:

‘Observe how letters are like an echo of man’s deepest
nature, and how man’s essential nature suffuses the very

forms of the letters themselves.’
Jaber Bin Hayan

’Pay attention to the qalam’s perfect balance within your
fingers, and shape every letter with the same minute care

that you would lavish on the smallest of letters.’
Al-Hasan bin Wahab

‘Calligraphy is like a finely woven cloth: its vowels are
precious jewels, its brilliance stems from the harmonious
proportions of black and white and its beauty lies in the

unity expressed by its many different letters.’
Al-Asjadi

The shapes of Arabic letters are constantly changing in
calligraphy. They even require subtle transformations with the
occurrence of every new word on the page. Each succeeding
word necessitates a new balance with the words preceding or
following it. Consequently, learning calligraphy might be relatively
more fastidious in comparison to learning other types of art, as
it is vital to have an innate willingness, substantial ability in the
hand-drawing of letters, tremendous sensitivity and, above all
else, great patience.

Learning how to draw letters is easily accomplished. However,
the difficulty resides in creating harmony between black and white
spaces, as was stated above by the calligrapher Al-Asjadi. In other
words, success relates to the capacity to control the negative
space surrounding the words, knowing that this represents an
abstract and undetermined space, which does not abide by any
set of formal rules. Only sufficient experience of calligraphy itself
can generate the requisite subtlety in understanding this complex
interface of positive and negative spaces
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Al-Souli expresses his thoughts in this interesting passage:

‘Beautiful calligraphy is distinguished by the fine
alignment of its words; the letters’ flourishes will be
elegant, their curves smooth, and each small divergence
will further delight the soul. One would read it even if
it contained wretched words and unpleasant meanings,
and even if the sense disappointed, one would be caught
in the snare of its beauty. However, if the calligraphy
itself is unappealing, incomprehensible or unpleasant
to the eye or the mind, the reader will be dissatisfied,
even though it contains the seeds of great wisdom and
extraordinary language.’

The Arabic calligrapher, in the contemporary era, resembles a
visual artist. His work requires novel artistic creations adapted
to each new space. These pioneering initiatives relate to the
arrangement of letters within the words, words within the lines and
lines distributed throughout the page. In different circumstances,
while working with professional designers, the calligrapher is
constrained to insert letters in decorative patterns designed by
that professional. These patterns could be rectangular, circular,
concave or convex. Calligraphy should, then, be vivid and strongly
expressive in each of its constituent parts, from the smallest
punctuation mark to the overall impression of the words.

In addition to the innate skill and the talent of the calligrapher,
this art demands a long intensive training and the learning of
many complex techniques. Practise in drawing the letters, as a
prelude to calligraphy itself, should constitute a daily task in any
calligrapher’s life. The calligrapher should also memorize perfectly
all the shapes of the letters, with the ability to alter them instantly if
necessary. Arabic letters are either vertical or horizontal and their
succession produces a different repetition in the body of the letter
and in the white spaces. While drawing a word in Arabic letters, the
calligrapher ought to create a balance between the white spaces
occurring in the word and throughout the whole line; creating a
steady rhythm between the letters is much like maintaining musical
rhythms. As a result, these visual rhythms allow the viewer to
enter into a state of trance. This complete power over space and



the organization of space has led the calligrapher, ultimately, to
elevate his compositions into the forms of vibrant monuments.

Even though the calligrapher understands all the architectural
rules and the patterns that he frequently reproduces, his state
of mind and body exercises a great influence over his work. The
calligrapher Al-Hafiz Osman used to say:

‘If | examine the various works | have produced during any
one week, | can successfully differentiate between them
using my artistic sense. Inscriptions made on Saturdays
are usually less flexible than those made during the rest
of the week, due to the pause | take on Fridays.’

Generations of renowned calligraphers have passed on the
traditions of ancient calligraphy, from teachers to young students.
Each learner has had to absorb and digest the calligraphic material
left by the ancients, and then transmit his own accumulated
learning on to the next group of young amateurs. Every once in a
while, a creative calligrapher will arrive, who continues to explore
inventive paths and introduces a totally new technique. Initially
considered as a novelty, his work could gradually create a new
branch in the evolution of calligraphy as a whole.

Calligraphy was once a real form of art relevant to all aspects of
life and replacing the images and statues that emerged among
other civilizations. It was adopted for texts in books and used to
adorn many objects of everyday life. Moreover, it was included
in the many processes of wood, glass and metal production. But
the most remarkable aspect of calligraphy in the cities was its use
in ornamenting the walls of architectural monuments, to create a
kind of museum in the open air.

Then, whenever a particular material imposed new shapes, the
calligrapher had to adapt to it and innovate differently. For instance,
calligraphy engraved in wood diverges from calligraphy stamped
on marble. A solid rock compels the calligrapher to create thicker
words that are closer together in order to facilitate the engraver’s
task. We could cite many examples demonstrating the influence
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of material on the forms of calligraphy used. To give just one
example, calligraphy in mosaic isn’t similar in its details to that
carved on stone blocks, and so on.

The rich legacy of Arabic calligraphy represents a cultural platform
for the future, provided we continue to innovate in developing
deeper knowledge, feelings and thoughts. Even though the shape
of calligraphy seems to be neutral sometimes, failing to reflect the
calligrapher’s state of mind, it could convey personal expression
and feelings, as Abu Hayan Al-Tawhidi observed in the 10" century:

‘Even though two calligraphers have drunk water from
the same source and have followed the same path toward
the same goal, each unconsciously leans towards his
own nature, which leaves its mark on his calligraphy
and distinguishes his work from others in the same
style. No calligrapher can accurately imitate the style of
another, because each composition is characteristic of
the calligrapher who composed it.’

Whatis the purpose of discussing the teaching of Arabic calligraphy
when it has lost the significance it had in the past? Dry ink pens are
easy to use, in perfect agreement with the fast-paced modern era.
Means of writing have also multiplied as people use keyboards
or electronic devices. However the purpose of calligraphy is first
and foremost artistic. Art aims at developing one’s sensitivity and
at the clarification of one’s thoughts regarding the essence of life
and human relationships. Moreover, art is the simplest way for
people to meet.

Typing on a machine is a vertical gesture and doing so for hours,
on a daily basis, could possibly cause a person both physical and
psychological harm; whereas writing with a pen is a horizontal
gesture providing mental and physical comfort to a person. One
might say: there are two approaches to Arabic calligraphy which
would represent both cultural continuity in our societies, and also
be of benefit to any person’s body, feelings and mind.



The first approach would be to teach calligraphy to children in
primary schools in the same way they are taught to draw. The
second approach would be to consider calligraphy as itself a work
of art that builds on ancient calligraphy for future experiments
in the visual arts. In past centuries, calligraphy prevailed in the
constantly developing and flourishing cities. Ibn Khaldun depicts
the urban existence of calligraphy in the following passage:

‘Calligraphy is an urban skill, invented by man out of
social necessity. Writing and calligraphy are of central
importance to language. Their evolution and progress
have followed the development of cities and they are
almost non-existent in the villages and among the
Bedouins, far from urban civilization. Cities are the only
places where these gifts can be acquired.’

What would Ibn Khaldun say were he to see our current reality
where calligraphy is vanishing from our cities, while it becomes
ever more present in other civilizations, as, for example, in Japan?
| have visited the school of a Japanese calligrapher, in the heart
of Osaka, where | was surprised to learn that it was established
in a building of the renowned Mainichi Shinbum newspaper that
provides the funding for the entire school.

The first writing tool was the galam, the trimmed reed pen, which
allows for the drawing of thick lines, although, in the beginning, it
is difficult to manipulate. Indeed, writing with a qalam necessitates
thoughtful and controlled breathing, which people don’t often
consider. We all breathe spontaneously since birth. Yet things
become different when calligraphy is involved.

First of all, and before practising calligraphy, one should work
separately on one’s breathing. This exercise alone has many
advantages and could be repeated just for the body’s well-being.
As we inhale, we imagine air entering our body and going down
into our stomach, at approximately four fingers breadth below the
level of the navel, then flowing up to our brain. After that, it stops
for a while until we exhale the spent air through our nose. This
increases the concentration of the calligrapher on his breathing
and his whole body. Yet the moment he starts writing, he takes
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a different approach to his breathing and his lungs: he blocks
the air-flow out of the lungs and holds his breath. Then he takes
a quick breath while he reaches out for the inkwell. The galam
teaches the body to move very slowly and with awareness,
which can also be difficult to manage at the beginning. This is
why the ancients insisted on the necessity of being taught by a
professional calligrapher, and were reluctant to allow people to try
to teach themselves.

Calligraphy requires a prior physical preparation. At the start,
the learner should be taught to write much more slowly than his
body is used to, and to make frequent pauses while drawing each
letter. This technique goes in opposition to the body’s habits in the
usual way of writing, where each person has his own impulsive
way of writing or walking developed since childhood; however,
calligraphy compels one to write either slowly or rapidly depending
on the artistic necessity present in the shaping of each letter. It
represents an aesthetic language that words find hard to describe.

In order to master all the techniques of the galam, the learner
ought to divide the letter into several parts, and mark a pause after
drawing each of these fractions. This is the sort of process that an
autodidact would be unable to envisage by himself. Many people
seem to think that calligraphy flows swiftly right from the start. But
we need to control it inside our minds making of it a memorized
pattern first, before inscribing anything.

It is essential to move back and forth towards the inkwell in
order to refill the pen with ink and take a moment to breathe. As
the ancients used to say, a calligrapher holds his breath while
sketching each line allowing him to have free movement, filled
with life and energy. When one stops breathing, one’s body, and
especially one’s brain, is deprived of oxygen. Therefore, recurrent
pauses become a necessity because the galam doesn’t include an
ink cartridge. This makes it the perfect tool for calligraphy as it also
participates in the aesthetic process: during these brief moments,
the calligrapher will plan his next move on the paper and, as I've
already mentioned, deliver more oxygen to his brain. By learning
how to overcome all these difficulties, the calligrapher gradually
ends up by refining his calligraphic skills.



Many beginners have tried to ignore the calligrapher’s expert
advice, ultimately leading them to giving up on mastering the
difficulties inherent in qalam techniques. They didn’t know that
the secret behind learning calligraphy resides in these many
challenges and the development of strategies to overcome
them. How many amateurs are totally unaware of the importance
of measured pace in enhancing energy and thus creating finer
letters? Although this knowledge was introduced with ancient
calligraphy, it remains vital for modern calligraphy, slowness being
at the core of swiftness in this art. Indeed, one could not make
swift movements while drawing some parts of the letters if one
did not progress slowly in creating other parts. The beauty of a
letter lies in the coexistence of deliberately measured and rapid
motion inside the written word. The calligrapher cannot draw all
the letters swiftly because a constant rapidity generates letters
that are aesthetically very poor. On the contrary, a monotonously
slow pace would deprive letters of their vigorous aspect.

A certain dialogue should be established with the letters. Some
letters are vibrant and wide open like roses while others are
shrunken and closed like buds. Some letters look up with pride
while others lower their heads as though overcome with shyness.

The writing tool, the galam, can be propelled forward strongly
or pulled more softly. The pen then seems to be an extension
of the fingers of the hand. However, one should forget about its
presence, allowing the letters to flow from the inside, emerging
from both instinct and feelings. It is all first elaborated in the mind
and one should anticipate any unexpected event in order to be
ready to control it if it occurs. The slightest hesitation in calligraphy
will be interpreted by the viewer as a lack of energy and strength
in the letter. Repetition can also reveal an absence of courage or
a lack of artistic ability on the part of the calligrapher.

Writing with a ball-point pen causes harm to children, as they
continuously press it against the paper. On the contrary, ancient
writing tools touch the paper with elegant grace and allow an
interchange of pressure between the hard and soft strokes. These
slight differences sharpen the children’s senses and develop their
innate aesthetic skills.
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As | mentioned earlier, a calligrapher should hold his breath while
drawing the letters. This situation is all the more important when
a child is involved. When using a ball-point pen, a child wouldn’t
know when to hold his breath and start breathing again. He is
tempted by the fluidity of the ball-point pen and persists until he
finishes writing the whole word. Writing persistently with a steady
breath could have a negative impact on a person, especially
during childhood. Indeed, the use of a ball-point pen might
seriously affect a child’s taste and sensitivity for life, as the early
years are essential in building one’s artistic taste. Moreover, the
wrong writing methods could cause physical and mental damage
to a child or an adult, because they will experience situations of
suffocation and irritation due to a lack of oxygen, which is a kind
of mental torture.

While learning how to use the ancient qalam, a child should
receive extensive instruction in how to breathe harmoniously and
deliver oxygen to his body. The galam obliges the learner to work
slowly and adjust his movements to his breathing, granting him
serenity; unlike the ball-point pen which generates a conflict in
thoughts and a contradiction between the mind and the ability
of the hand to obey the brain. The mastery of this simple step
explains the calmness and serenity of calligraphy students.

Agreement and adjustment are depicted by ancient calligraphers
as being based on that proportion which determines the drawing
of letters. Ikhwan Al-Safa addresses this subject in the 10" century
as follows:

‘At the origin of letters and of all writing there is the
straight line which expresses the diameter of an
imaginary circle and the curved line which is an arc of
that circle. The best calligraphy, the most perfect writing
and all beautiful works contain well-proportioned letters
whose balanced letters are proportionally related by
means of the Golden Number. Whoever wants to improve
his handwriting and be precise in his writing, must first
follow a code that will help him build his letters. For
example, the length of the ‘alif’ must by eight times its
thickness and its bottom should be thinner than its top.



Make of this ‘alif’ the diameter of a circle, and all the
other letters will express a part of this same circle.’

In this passage, what Ikhwan Al-Safa describes as the ‘perfect
proportion’ was originally designated as ‘the virtuous proportions,’
determining the ideal unity between the length and width of
shapes. They were established long ago and are agreed on by
artists, architects, poets and musicians, based on studies of the
proportions of living creatures in nature. These proportions were
later on translated into mathematics. As Ikhwan Al-Safa mentions
in the text above, ‘the length must be eight times its thickness’,
we might conclude that this ratio arises from the human head
in proportion to the body. Consequently, it becomes clear how
beauty is assessed first through discernment and then through
sight.
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Page of calligraphic exercises by the calligrapher Mohamed Abd-Al-Kader,
Cairo, Egypt 1980.

When one believes in the value of these matters, namely the
beauty and the mental state of human beings, one will understand
that calligraphy isn’'t about consumption or unnecessary things but

74

is rather a necessity for the body and the mind. There is no doubt
that the teachings of ancient calligraphers can not be applied
today in schools. Therefore, new methods, in line with the current
times, should be developed. In ancient techniques, the learner
had to start with the Thuluth (third) and then spend many long
years mastering it. This is why, nowadays, one could start with
the Naskh script, for instance, or other simplified methods, which
are more likely to improve children’s writing and enrich their souls.

This doesn’t imply that we should replace all pens with qalams.
However, we could start practising by using a galam, say, at least
once a week. On a purely artistic level, it would help refine one’s
taste for art, just as we use brushes in painting and plastic arts
lessons. Moreover, reed plants grow in plentiful abundance in the
countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea.

In the past, the profession of calligraphy embraced ancient
traditions, and schools as we know them today didn’t exist. If
a school was opened, which happened rarely, it would be very
small. The most common way was for a young student to knock
on the door of a Sheikh Master calligrapher who would carefully
select him by exposing him to tests to understand whether or not
he was driven by a sufficiently deep desire to learn calligraphy.
This situation was not specific to Arab calligraphers, since similar
stories punctuate the history of other lands. Take for example, the
story of a young Chinese man who wished to learn calligraphy,
and who was sent to meet a renowned master calligrapher in a
temple in the middle of the forest. After days of walking, he finally
reached the temple. But the door was locked and whatever he
shouted, saying he wanted to learn calligraphy, met with no reply.
At nightfall, he slept in front of the door. The next day, a piece
of bread was thrown to him from above. And again he spent the
whole day knocking on that door and shouting that he wanted
to learn calligraphy. But the door remained closed. At night, he
slept again in front of the door and in the morning another piece
of bread fell from above. The same story goes on for three days
and three nights before the door is finally opened. Only when
the master is convinced of the strong desire of the young man to
learn, does he accept him as a student of calligraphy.



Each well-known calligrapher would be surrounded by a group of
students who respected him and followed his orders. He would
transmit his knowledge occasionally and in a very meticulous way,
only for the most brilliant student who, in turn, would pass on the
lesson to the other learners. This explains why the apprentice had
to accompany the master calligrapher for many years in order
to master the six compulsory styles and finally be granted his
diploma. This diploma enabled him to teach calligraphy, accept
official requests and sign his own calligraphies.

Although the words of the poet seem a bit exaggerated in the
following passage, they still contain some elements of truth:

‘One should have a Sheikh Master to shed light on
the secrets of calligraphy and to help to master the
difficulties. He who does not depend on a Master, but
relies on his own research, not only wastes his time, but
might be considered mad.’

Sheikh Muhammad Al-Sinjari stated:

‘It is agreed that to become a calligrapher one ought to be
precise and a perfectionist, and should spend whatever
money is needed, for the apprentice must spare no
expense since there are so many pretenders to that title.
As the calligrapher Ibn lllal has said “How much gold |
spent in order to be able to write in letters of gold!’

One day, the calligrapher Al-Hafiz Osman (17" century) saw from
his coach a student who was late for his calligraphy class. So, he
stepped down from his coach and asked him about the reason for
his being late. Since he found his excuse acceptable, he started
to correct his inscriptions right there and then, while standing at
the side of the road.

Every teacher has his own teaching methods. It is said that Mullah
Ali Al-Fadli, the greatest calligrapher in Baghdad, in the beginning
of the 20" century, would ask his students to work on a line of
calligraphy, as homework. The next day, they would submit it to
him before the dawn prayer, in the mosque of the Al-Fadl district.
If one of his students arrived late, he would refuse to correct his
calligraphies or even look at them.
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Teachers also used to transmit their knowledge orally. Therefore,
a great deal of aesthetic information is lost each time an illustrious
master calligrapher dies. Very little real information about the
teaching of calligraphy has come down to us. However, the
following are some examples:

‘He who lacks skill in using the ink properly, trimming the
pen, holding the paper, rotating his wrist correctly while

writing, has nothing to do with calligraphy.’
Al-Makkar Al-Ala’i

‘The slightest trace of ink made by the qalam transcribes
whole volumes of the writers thoughts, tells what his lips
pronounce, announces what his ears have heard, and

reveal the hidden language of his heart.’
Muslim Ibn Al-Walid Al-Ansari

‘When you cut the reed-pen obliquely to form the nib
your reed don’t press too hard with your hand. Defects
in your calligraphy despite its beauty, are due to the
wrong thickness of the nib you shaped which thickens
your letters too much. You lack proper concentration,
never do it again. A single line of beautiful calligraphy
is worth more than ten pages of bad calligraphy.’

From the teaching of Bab Al-Tak to Ibn Al-Khalal Al-Warak (10" century)

We often come across texts depicting the calligraphers’
unwillingness to share knowledge, at a time when relevant
information contained the secrets of their own techniques. The
calligrapher Al-Ansari said of this matter:

‘One day I was in the studio of Al Hawal, | approached him
and was inspired by his calligraphy, | stole a qalam from
his inkpot and this greatly improved my penmanship. He
noticed, and recognizing his own qalam he took it back
and pushed me away. Ever since, before he leaves his
workshop, he breaks the nibs of all of his qalams.’

Proportion within calligraphy being a subject of paramount
importance among calligraphers, I've selected these words from
an old text from Morocco:



‘What | mean by good proportion is that the white
space around the text, to the left or right, at the top or
bottom, everything, must express a studied relativity.
The beginning of a line must be equal to its close, and
the width of each line be similar to any other because if
one line overlaps another line, that looks ugly and shows
poor presentation, and that is why the white space
between lines must be equal.’

Or this similar text:

‘Good organization is half of calligraphy. Arrange
carefully the letters with well-proportioned space around
them, be careful of the upright lines and their separation
from each other, this is one of the basics of calligraphy.
When the letters lean to one side, it looks ugly especially
if itbs early in the text. What is beautiful in calligraphy,
are short “alif’ and ‘lam’ letters that balance with all other
letters. Beautiful calligraphy must be balanced. White
paper is the best paper of all because it contrasts with
the black colour of the ink.’

The Provisions of the Characteristics of Speech - Al-Kalahi

Sheikh Imad Al-Din Bin Al-Afif declares:

‘Short vowels and punctuation marks should be in
equilibrium in the white spaces around the letters.’

From the introduction of Ibn Khaldun:

‘We noticed that in these regions, the teaching of
calligraphy is simpler and more efficient with a good
method to master the techniques. They have high quality
teachers who offer their students sound rules for each
letter with well-defined codes. This gives the students
a wealth of knowledge and sensitivity which they soon
come to possess in a perfect manner.’
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Learning the art of calligraphy nowadays implies more difficulties
than in the past, due to the deficiency of modern calligraphers.
Even existing calligraphers who are willing to teach the profession
are hindered by the fact that calligraphy isn’t part of the school
curriculum. Moreover, there aren’t many educational workshops
where calligraphers can meet potential students. Therefore,
educational and cultural authorities should launch such initiatives
to create a bridge between calligraphers and enthusiasts of the
calligraphic arts.

In conclusion, let us meditate on Ahmad Bin Ismael's words
describing this profession:

‘Ink like the feathers of the raven,
Paper like a shimmering mirage,
Pens like sharpened spears,
Words like the years of youth.’

Then he depicts a fine calligraphy:

‘If it were a plant, it would be a flower;

If it were a metal, it would be pure gold;
If it were a taste, it would be sweetness;
If it were a drink, it would be purity itself.’






ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY AND VISUAL ARTS
Hassan Massoudy

The best way to address Arabic calligraphy in the field of
contemporary art would, perhaps, be to consider it through the
lens of my own personal experience, because | consider myself
to be a visual artist and not a critic. As the Japanese saying goes:
‘Calligraphy is the man himself’, meaning that each calligrapher
has a unique experience reflecting his own particular artistic path.

Since my childhood, | have always been surrounded by Arabic
calligraphy decorating the walls of architectural monuments,
mosques, graveyards, religious schools and libraries in the city of
Najaf in Iraq. | also discovered calligraphy through my uncle who
was an orator, a writer and an amateur calligrapher as | watched
him drawing calligraphic scripts with his galam and black ink ever
since | was five years old. At the age of ten, my calligraphies
attracted the attention of my primary school teacher. Inspired
by his warm encouragement, | have participated in calligraphy
exhibitions throughout the course of my continuing education,
from primary to middle school. Moreover, whilst still relatively
young | designed a series of advertising posters for various shops
in Najaf. In 1961, at the end of middle school, | moved to Baghdad
and began to work with other calligraphers who taught me some
aspects of calligraphic style and technique. At the same time, |
also pursued a more commercial path of development related to
advertising, whilst all the time being moved by a deep desire to
express myself somehow through art, and constantly dreaming
about studying in Paris.

After working as a calligrapher in Baghdad for eight years, | had
the opportunity to travel to Paris, in 1969, where | entered the
School of Fine Arts (LEcole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-
Arts). | needed to learn everything about western art, from its
Greek origins to the European Renaissance in the 16th century,
and on until the 20th century, where various modern artistic
movements were introduced. | also studied the basic techniques
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of the visual arts, such as oil painting, colour mixing processes, as
well as parallel studies in visual perspective, architecture, mosaic,
frescos and various theoretical courses. | had taken with me some
galams for calligraphy from Iraq and was able to contribute my
calligraphic skills to an Algerian newspaper issued in Paris, which
helped me to pay my tuition fees.

My academic journey at the Beaux-Arts lasted for five years,
before | received the National Superior Diploma in the Visual
Arts, in 1975. At that time, artistically speaking, | felt as though
| was heading towards a dead end and realized that | needed to
discover my own personal style. At first, | developed an interest in
artists whose paintings could be characterized as minimalist with
expressive strokes, and this lead me further towards abstract art,
as | sought to capture its essential qualities. It is at this moment in
time that Arabic calligraphy entered into my paintings. | was pleased
by this reconciliation even though it was still mostly ornamental
as | continued to work using oil on canvas. This situation didn’t
satisfy my deeper artistic sense and gave me an appreciation of
the importance of the material medium used in achieving certain
kinds of artwork.

Following my eight years of experience working as a calligrapher
in Baghdad and my five years of studying the visual arts in Paris,
| still felt, in 1975, that | was neither a complete calligrapher, in
the traditional sense of the term, nor a visual artist with sufficiently
wide-ranging skills at the level of the diploma | had been granted.
In fact, the calligraphy | learned in Baghdad no longer satisfied
me, nor did the oil painting style | had been taught at the Beaux-
Arts. So | started asking myself: ‘What are my options? Where
should | go?’ And then an African proverb came to my mind: ‘When
you don’t know where to go, remember where you come from.” So
| resumed learning Arabic calligraphy all over again.



What is Arabic calligraphy? Where does it come from? How did it
evolve in the last thousand years?

| spent six years analysing all the documents | came across in
libraries, museums or on the walls of monuments. Later still,
| sought out the greatest living calligraphers, namely Hamed
Al-Amadi in Istanbul and a group of calligraphers in Cairo,
questioning them closely about matters | knew that | still didn’t
fully comprehend.

The historical culture and the visual arts knowledge | had acquired
in the Beaux-Arts allowed me to appreciate classical Arabic
calligraphy from an entirely new perspective, considering the finest
particularities of this art. | was able to summarize these six years
of intensive research in a book entitled ‘Living Arabic Calligraphy’
— first published in Paris in 1981, by Flammarion, which traces the
technical, visual and social aspects of calligraphy, in both Arabic
and French, using selected sequences of images and inscriptions.

The word Memory — showing the geometric structure of my work were
lettes turn about a central point and finish up as a spiral.

79

Around this time, at the beginning of the Eighties, | left oil and
canvas in favour of ink and paper, driven by a mysterious and
deep-rooted desire. | now feel that paper and ink have mostly
been used in the oriental arts, whereas oil and canvas were,
for centuries, the distinctive media of western art. Furthermore,
coloured material plays a psychological role: water-colours differ
from colours obtained using oil, and paper that absorbs some of
the ink differs from canvas covered with resin which prevents the
absorption of colours.

At that same time, | also decided to work on abstract compositions
based on the shapes of Arabic letters. But after a while, became
disillusioned with this path, as | was continuously producing
similar forms and dealing with the same questions and solutions
from a visual point of view. Words, however, have the capacity to
impose shapes, | hadn’t considered, through their meaning. Fire,
for instance, naturally moves upwards, automatically suggesting
a composition in the vertical plane, while water embraces the
horizontal plane with its tendency to flow downwards.

The necessity of drawing calligraphic scripts based on texts arose
from this idea. But what statements should | then select? Knowing
that this content should necessarily be broken down and rebuilt,
I thought to choose literary texts, that were at least capable of
enduring this process. This is how Arabic poetry became more
appropriate in the course of my artistic practice. On the one hand,
poets would enrich me with their images, insights and feelings;
and at the same time, poetry provides for a freedom of visual
expression, illustrated by its facility to deconstruct words as well
as the possibility of restructuring them. Poets also manipulate
words in their own creative manner.

Addressing poetry has led me to contemplate the wide vistas
of Arabic poetry since the infinite desert spaces at the time of
Jahiliyah. When Arabs used to express themselves through poetry,
calligraphy was still in its infancy. But the implicit creativeness of
poetry held in its core the future development of Arabic calligraphy,
for they both serve to magnify the shape and veil the meaning.

The ancient Arab poets who lived in the desert wrote poems that
illustrated the immensity of the desert. Time and space were



likewise asymptotic to infinity in the desert environment, and each
person therefore felt as though they existed at the heart of a vast
circle bounded only by the horizon. The distance to that horizon
seemed equal on all sides and one could stand in the centre of
this wide hemispherical space, illuminated by the light of day and
by the stars at night. Pre-Islamic poetry was mainly about chants.
Poets would create it like jewellery or in the manner of a skillful
calligraphic composition, reflecting the desert space with a sober
style and simple words.

There is a major aspect of poetry that is also present in calligraphy.
A poet doesn’t disclose all the words and meanings, inviting the
listener to become involved in the poetic images and perhaps
even to interpret them differently. This helps the reader, listener or
viewer to include his own desires and express his more intimate
feelings; thus the words of the poet merge with the listener’s
unique insights garnered from personal experience.

Similarly, words also provide an opportunity for the reader to
create his own imagery. This is of paramount importance for
humans. In fact, the human brain needs to liberate its images
and ideas every day, and poetry, like other artistic endeavours,
allows for the expression of feelings. One can imagine oneself
as a poet, whenever reading or listening to poetry. Calligraphy
enjoys the same expressive abilities as poetry, and all arts can be
interrelated in this fashion, each one paving the way for the other.
The intersections between poetry and calligraphy thereby serve to
enhance the visually expressive capabilities of the latter art.

| approach the work of a poet with the hope that their metaphors
will enrich my visual artwork. This is why | am always seeking
different environments, and like any artist, | am on the lookout for
new inspiration, always hoping that my images will join with those
of the poets, opening the way to new approaches. It pleases me to
put my visual images next to their hypothetical descriptions.

When speaking of calligraphy in this context, | use the term ‘image’
without the slightest hesitation. In my opinion, scripts stem from
images. Ancient Sumerian and Egyptian writings were simplified
images, as were the letters of the alphabet themselves at a later
period. Calligraphy is but the quintessence of images, and we
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might ask ourselves of what kinds of images? Original images and
not natural or photographic ones: images that emerge like signs,
captivating the viewer’s sight and inspiring his mind.

Between the years 1972 and 1985, | participated in live
performances with the French actor Guy Jacquet and the musician
Fawzi Al-Aiedy. The actor recited poems in Arabic and French
accompanied by the musician who played music and chanted the
same poetic passages, while | created calligraphic scripts that were
projected behind us onto a cinema screen. The spontaneity of this
artwork proved immediately successful and further encouraged us
to show continuous ingenuity and creativity.

Through the intense feelings that prevailed in the crowded halls
where we performed, | found myself close to the music at times
and to poetry at other times. My fluidly drawn shapes became the
meeting point of several art forms, if we also include the voice of
the actor and his expressive abilities. At moments, to keep pace
with my colleagues, | would draw the letters so swiftly as to infringe
upon the basic rules of calligraphy with regards to speed. But, in
spite of the rapidity of pace, | always managed to keep in mind the
fundamental aesthetics of Arabic calligraphy.

Creating calligraphy in front of the watchful eyes of spectators and
under different emotional states generated new challenges every
time. The spotlight directed towards us so that the public could
see us from the dark recesses of the hall, was more like a burning
sun for the eyes, and | had to face unexpected events with both
physical and mental skills whenever | would draw my scripts. In
the midst of these struggles, crucial and unforeseen moments of
great intensity would emerge from the vital fusion of these various
arts.

After this experience of some twelve years, during which we
achieved dozens of cultural performances, | started introducing
novel approaches into my calligraphy. During the performances,
our poetry often dealt with subjects such as suffering and hope.
My scripts featured a variety of situations such as the seasons of
the year where the dark winter might be succeeded by a bright
spring. My unfolding inscriptions began to be capable of illustrating
such dramatic developments as they appeared before the public.



Whenever our poetry reflected pain, | would use blunt, thick
instruments that blocked the space and occluded the resulting
structure, and when the singer chanted with a voice charged with
emotion, | would perform with slow and solemn gestures, then,
again, when his voice rose in anger my hands would accompany
him with frantic haste.

| tried to provide classical Arabic calligraphy with a new form of
articulation that was equivalent to theatrical or musical expression.
Every week, | would isolate myself for hours in my workshop
composing scripts on paper. | gradually began to notice the extent
to which my calligraphies became influenced by my performances
on stage, and | allowed these effects to become assimilated into
my work. Little by little, larger letters formed, and dancing, modern
strokes fashioned my writings to become an integral whole.
However, these modernist strokes were always accompanied by
ancient Kufic calligraphy, in tribute to the first Arabic script whose
roots were similar to drawing. Today, this ancient precursor is
represented by the horizontal line written beneath each flourish
of scripts, rising like a colossal statue in the middle of the desert.

My modern scripts are thus clearly related to classical Arabic
calligraphy, born as they were, from my long experience with
calligraphers, though they also differ from it. After many years living
abroad in another culture, if the person must certainly change,
then so must his calligraphy also, which is but a reflection of the
calligrapher’s life.

If we examine thoroughly the calligraphies of all the ancients, we
must notice that, in each century, Arabic calligraphy was marked
by different variations and innovations. Likewise it also bears
the unexpected influences of particular geographical areas. For
example, one wonders whether the ancient Kufic calligrapher could
accept the change introduced by other professionals, working with
bricks, referred to as ‘architectural Kufic calligraphy’?

I am certainly not advocating that all calligraphers should abandon
traditional scripts in order to follow modern trends. | simply note that
Arabic calligraphy needs to embrace various artistic movements.
| often return to contemplate the heritage left to us by such
celebrated calligraphers as Al-Amasi, Al-Hafiz Osman, Rakem and
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Hashem. | also value the new initiatives made by contemporary
calligraphers in relation to classical calligraphy, when | encounter
them in some Arab and Islamic countries.

I would also like to mention one of the poets who has influenced my
calligraphy, namely Mansur Al-Hallaj (10th century) who creates
with few words a musical composition filled with deep emotions.
His unique poetic style overflowing with strong imagery is built on
symmetrical structures. His marvellous verses enchant the ears
as he says:

‘Her soul is mine and my soul is hers
Her wishes are mine and my wishes are hers.

His words, reflecting each other as though in a mirror, have inspired
many calligraphers in the past and opened the path to a new
calligraphic style which appears in the artwork ornamenting the
Great Mosque of Bursa, in Turkey. However, the limpid stillness in
the symmetry of his poems hides intense emotions and inclinations
from within, which could have dangerous consequences for poetic
calligraphy, like a boat caught in a sudden storm:

‘I floaton the oceans of passion, tossed about by the waves
Lifted up by moments and then falling back, broken as |
sink.’

Such a metaphor can’t be written in calligraphy independently of
its author’s own feelings and spirit. With such a statement, what
the heart reveals leads to knowledge, especially in this poem,
which embodies a simple meaning and rhythm. This kind of verse
resembles calligraphy in its musical cadence and its overarching
structure. Moreover, the words, whether heard or read, hide
secrets that can only be interpreted according to each person’s
individual awareness; and this helps explain the reason why these
verses entered into the realm of art.

Below is another example of a poet who has inspired me in
my calligraphies: Ibn Zaydun (11th century) who has left us a
wonderful collection of poems based upon his political life. But
the eternal aspect of his work is revealed through his love for the
poetess Wallada, daughter of the Ummayad Caliph Al-Mustakfi of



Cordoba. The poems he wrote to her throughout his life confirm
his great aesthetic abilities in structuring Arab poetry. In the face
of suffering and loss, Ibn Zaydun concentrates all his sentiments
towards artistic creation. Here he addresses the clouds in the sky:

‘Travel with the lightning and pass by the castle
Feed the one who used to feed me with true love.’

This metaphor of Ibn Zaydun emerges from the depths of his heart.
Here is a poet who has assimilated the heritage of ancient Arab
literature. His poetic images are colourful and dynamic, and this
is how he sends his words to Wallada on the wings of a breeze:
the one

‘Breeze of youth, to

Who used to enliven me, though far.’

send greetings

The poet’s broken heart finds relief in artistic creation, using
spontaneous and sincere words, as he sees Wallada in all the
aspects of nature.

Whenever | read Ibn Zaydun’s verses, | share with him his joys,
pains and hopes, and images of natural landscapes pass in front of
my mind’s eye. These visions find echoes in my scripts, reflecting
the letters and the meaning of the words.

The question is often asked, how do words turn into a calligraphic
composition? In the past, when a calligrapher wanted to render
poetical writings, he would adopt a style such as the Thuluth,
Diwani or Farsi scripts, and attempt to abide by the rules upon
which all had agreed while drawing his calligraphies. His personal
touch appeared in the dynamism and strength of his letters or in
the introduction of new shapes, inspired by the style of ancient
calligraphers.

When | am concerned with such calligraphic endeavours, | adopt a
somewhat different approach. My scripts are largely dominated by
the effects of landscapes and images. | always begin by imagining
the poetic metaphor and wait for one word to prevail over the
others so that | may enlarge that word and give it a distinctive form.
| then calculate the number of straight and curved letters in order
to produce a balanced structure. Then | allow my imagination to
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create various forms using these words and next | draw a quick
sketch of the developing shape. | might modify the forms of letters
that play only minor roles in the general structure or change their
position within the word. For example, | could lift the letter ‘A’ at the
beginning of the word in order to build the top of the new structure.
While doing this, | keep in mind the virtual image of the poet and
the overall meaning behind the words.

At first, the poetic figure generally seems quite ambiguous and
some verses come into view faster than others. Sometimes a
satisfactory resolution of these conditions might arrive from the
very first day; other times only after a month of trying. This latter
implies that | haven’t yet unlocked the mystery of the verse, and
indicates that | need to pursue my exploration further.

Each letter goes beyond writing as it represents an artwork in
itself. Moreover, a letter is charged with energy and should reflect
two factors: the strength and accuracy, and the tranquillity and
refinement. It ought to lay bare its own path, through a to-and-fro
movement: rapidity and languour, stability and explosion.

The birth of new calligraphic scripts is in no way an easy matter,
as the calligrapher needs to rebel against ancient calligraphic
standards, breaking from them, before finally reconciling with
them. At times, | feel that | am directly aligned with ancient
calligraphy, at other times | feel totally opposed to it. I'm aware of
the necessity of drawing inspiration from the heritage of ancient
calligraphers, but at the same time | continually strive to explore
the life that surrounds us, our role in the universe as well as our
cultural responsibility towards society and humanity. The Chinese
philosopher Confucius says of this matter: ‘One who doesn’t
progress each day, falls behind each day.’

Settinguptheinstrumentsofcalligraphyis of paramountimportance,
and the ancient calligrapher used to prepare his own pens and
his ink meticulously. For example, the qalam is thin compared to
the size of my work, so | have created other instruments which
enable me to draw strokes at the required width, with immediacy
of execution. In 1978, | watched more than a hundred Japanese
calligraphers producing calligraphies in public at the Sorbonne in
Paris. | saw them spread large papers on the floor and create



swift, dancing strokes at lightning speeds with huge brushes that
are similar in shape to large brooms. Since then, | have also tried
to produce large calligraphic scripts as rapidly as possible, and
as such, have created instruments capable of elaborating strokes
in a single movement at the required width. While ancient Arabic
calligraphy was composed using pens made of reed, all the large-
scale calligraphies decorating the walls were produced and filled
with delicate brushes. The largest instrument | have designed so
far is 50 centimetres wide, whilst the largest paper on which | have
drawn my calligraphies on the floor measured 3 x 5 metres.

Watching those Japanese calligraphers has come to bear fruit
several years later. The techniques of the Japanese calligraphy
have added something new to the Arabic ones. However, the
outcome of my work wasn’t related to the Japanese style at all. It
was rather a modern Arabic calligraphy. The Japanese calligraphy
has simply inspired me to draw large and quick strokes, giving full
expression to feelings that were already inside me.

| produce most of my scripts with instruments made of thick
cardboard or brushes, instruments similar to the tip of the
common qalam used in the past, but up to ten times larger. | dip
the instrument in colours, then pull it across the surface to draw
letters that recall Arabic calligraphy in the manner in which the
instrument renders curves on the paper. Some of these letters
are analogous in shape to ancient letters, others have undergone
changes. However, all of them have thick or thin shapes in
accordance with the rules of classical Arabic calligraphy. | also
keep in mind the preservation of the essence of Arabic calligraphy,
conveying it visually through my artwork. | aim to improve and
revive Arabic letters in the way change occurred throughout the
long history of classical Arabic calligraphy; striving to open up new
horizons in harmony with contemporary life, as, for instance, when
| introduced calligraphy into the world of theatrical performance.
| aspire for my scripts to derive from classical Arabic calligraphy,
yet retain their own specific characteristics. | also give great
importance to the spaces in Arabic calligraphy, in other words,
the empty areas bordering the letters. | imagine the calligraphic
structure as a lonely tree standing in the centre of the desert,
surrounded by boundless space.
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We have all inherited many valuable aesthetic aspects from
classical Arabic calligraphy, such as its elegant character, round
shapes and linked letters which give the words the appearance of
a perfect body enhanced by the measured proportions of length
and width. In doing so, each calligrapher relies on his personal
intuition, taste and culture. In modern calligraphy, we can benefit
from this great legacy and can include such specificities of modern
life as more recent information, and new cultural and scientific
discoveries in the field of space. | attach special importance to the
space behind calligraphies and imagine my calligraphic structures
as statues rising into the sky, resisting both atmospheric pressure
and the downward pull of the Earth’s gravity.

Most of all, | draw my inspiration from nature. | often feel my heart
fill with sadness when | set eyes on a bent tree because it suggests
a fall from grace. So then | shift to another tree proudly raising its
branches towards the heavens. Then | return to my workplace
attempting to illustrate this wonderful tree, and | design my letters
by giving them the form of branches. Calligraphy is an art that
reflects the essence of things, and not only what the eye perceives
naturally. Therefore, its complexity lies in the fact that it addresses
the invisible, always exploring that fundamental nature behind the
appearance of reality. To illustrate this we need simply recall that
the structure of a house represents the strength of its pillars and
not the entire shape of its body.

Even though figures appear in my mind clearly and distinctly,
it isn’t always that simple to put them down on paper, despite
much previous preparation. Sometimes resin doesn’t work with
coloured powder or the instrument becomes dry, preventing the
calligraphic process. Conversely, at other times, after a long day
of hard labour, indifferent and rebel strokes may begin to produce
amazing shapes which appear quite unexpectedly — so free and
elevated, large without being heavy, delicate yet unbreakable and
finely proportioned. But then, when preparing to work on these
calligraphies the next day, in the belief that I've discovered an
impressive new style, the inspiration | felt the previous day may
have waned and | am forced to start all over again. Beauty comes
and goes unexpectedly.



So, | resume my scripts from the start, sketching them, building
poetic images in my mind, looking for a word that can soar without
ever falling, seeking a dynamic movement that won'’t degrade the
overall structure. | allow colours to break through the forms of the
letters and sense the vast horizon spreading beyond the flying
letters of this massive word. A word that is simplified and abstract,
yet rich in expression and images. Finding the right letters and
spellings remains a crucial part of my artistic practice. Moreover,
| am always under the impression that my expressive abilities are
greatly influenced by the group of people to whom | belong.

The sole objective behind my daily act of creating lasting calligraphy
is nothing less than the recreation of myself over and over again.
Every attempt towards improvement conceals a challenge to the
improvement itself. Consequently, the architectural structure must
stand firm, with no risk of falling. And if | am unable to achieve this
balance in the calligraphy of the upper word, then | have failed,
meaning that | must begin the entire process again. However,
in this process, my own limitations as a person and my lack of
internal balance on that particular day are brought to light. The
experience of creating calligraphy thus leads me towards self-
awareness, and might it not signal some form of improvement,
if, whenever | stumble, | am able to rise again, to achieve more
calligraphies?
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Visual contradictions reflect the contradictions that are inherent in
life itself and our own lives as human beings. All these efforts reveal
the desire to progress. And no one can evolve without falling down
once in a while. This should not be seen as failure. What we call
failure is not the falling down, but the staying down, as Socrates
said. Calligraphy helps to control the body’s energy and channel
it towards precise movement. When words are soaring, elevated
and light, one might fly along with them. Sometimes, perhaps for
several moments at a time, the calligrapher becomes master of
himself.

However, with every new calligraphic attempt, the calligrapher
must take a different direction, choosing a slow and deliberate
pace instead of quick movements, for instance. And yet, swiftness
remains my main concern because it is connected to modernity and
expresses an inner enthusiasm. It allows the feelings to outpace
the mind and temporarily ignore it. Similarly, in contemporary music
and modern dance, when the dancer leaps high into the air, | feel
as if he is using his entire body to draw calligraphic abstractions
in space. Yet how could one fly freely without ever falling down?

How do birds fly? One needs enormous capacities both to
overcome gravity and to unleash the physical sensations that
accomplish calligraphy with great speed. | want my scripts to
express the unity of their bond with the 21st century, a century
whose soaring pace of development has placed man upon the
moon.






THE COMPOSITION OF ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY
Hassan Massoudy

Arabic calligraphy, like all arts, bears witness to its own time, clearly
reflecting periods of progress or stagnation in the society within
which it was created. When, during a certain era, creation flourishes,
the artworks convey the spirit and essence of that society; and
when creation declines, it again mirrors the inertia of that society
by degenerating into the mere imitation of that which preceded it.
In the course of this essay, | shall take as my subject an overview
of composition as it relates to Arabic calligraphy. Its fundamental
nature cannot be expressed in words since it belongs to art, and
thus it can only be perceived or approached by the intermediaries of
taste and vision.

Artistic creation became part of Arabic calligraphy at the end of the
7t century, as we can infer through scripts found inside the Dome
of the Rock in Jerusalem, which still exist today. The forms of
the letters were altered because they were engraved in coloured
stones upon the walls. In other words, the change of material from
ink to stone compelled the calligrapher to recreate the forms of the
letters themselves. The mosaic calligraphy in the mihrab (prayer-
niche) of the mosque of Cordoba (10" century) involves words that
are attached to each other, disregarding the space traditionally
left between words, and this again is due to the material - proof,
if such were needed, that innovative behaviour has always been
characterized by courage and audacity.

Artistic inventiveness persists in calligraphy to this day, at times
progressing, at other times declining, spanning a period of more
than a thousand years during which the same letters were invented
and re-invented. The ingenious inventiveness of the prayer-niche of
the mosque of Cordoba isn’t only related to the artist’'s capabilities,
but also derives from the encouragement of the authorities. It is said
that the Caliph Al-Hakam Il used his diplomatic relations with the
Byzantine Emperor to procure a ship full of coloured stones and
craftsmen, allowing the calligrapher and the workers to achieve
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these spectacular scripts which have so impressed viewers for over
a thousand years.

Ancient calligraphers of the past have left us thousands of beautiful
calligraphies written either in books or on walls. But artists constantly
needed the financial and moral support of their public and art
institutions. Creation cannot exist without assistance and always
faces the risk of being overrun by imitation, thus preventing any
further progress. Most often, artists are confronted by hesitancy and
reservation on the part of the society to which they belong. Today,
as we examine ancient calligraphies, we are struck by the priceless,
artistic qualities of the artwork, although this was probably overlooked
at the time of its creation. Inventiveness is never acknowledged in its
own time and often emerges from unknown and unexpected places.
However, what is certain, is that it flourishes during periods when
all the doors are open to artistic creativity, without either control or
restriction. Creation thrives at those times when intellectuals defend
the innovative arts. The poet Tagore puts it thus:

‘If you close the door to all errors, truth will be shut out.’

Art always benefits from a great deal of freedom. Another sage has
said on the same subject:

‘Keep a place in your garden for wild plants.’

I've mentioned these sayings to underline the notion that freedom
of artistic expression is paramount for creation, as it opens the door
to all kinds of approaches and promotes all movements even if
they sometimes have the look of wild plants in a pleasantly ordered
garden.

Some enjoy art, whilst basing their whole opinion as to what
constitutes the arts, on values belonging only to the past and on



an understanding derived from treasures found in museums. We
often encounter a similar approach when people try to evaluate the
quality of Arabic calligraphy by comparing it to ancient scripts or
calligraphies from the 9" century. Whilst giving all due respect to the
past, we must recognize that today we live in quite different times.
We will never understand the contributions of modern art if we only
examine it from perspectives derived from the past. Modern art and
contemporary calligraphy display the achievements of those artists
and calligraphers still living amongst us today. The important truth is
that, over time, only outstanding art will be conserved and the rest
will all be forgotten.

In all of the developed countries of the world, the main cultural
institutions devote half of their efforts to preserving the past and
the other half to promoting the present. In this way, a bridge is
created which links to the past, while art critics attempt to stimulate
the mental faculties of visitors to contemporary exhibitions, which
sometimes require specialist knowledge in order to be understood.

When we look at the heritage left by the ancients in old books or
on the walls of historical architectural monuments, we notice the
presence of various trends in calligraphic ingenuity. At certain
periods of time, it becomes clear that the authorities of ancient cities
demonstrated greater openness towards innovative calligraphy and
art than is true of the present period.

Creativity fluctuates depending on the epoch. However, what
most attracts our attention when examining ancient scripts are the
particular compositions using various materials that are found in
museums or as external ornamentation on the buildings in ancient
Islamic cities. Today, if we take a global perspective, we cannot help
but notice that in most societies of the Arab world we are traversing
a somewhat lean period in terms of creativity in the field of Arabic
calligraphic arts. In other words, we are living in a time of inertia at
all levels, if the arts are taken to be the mirror of the advancement
or decline of societies.

Calligraphy is constructed by assembling words with a purely
aesthetic objective, at the expense of the legibility of the expression,
especially when it has an ambiguous and interwoven ending. The
calligrapher is driven by an aesthetic desire which influences him

87

to rearrange the words or the letters into alternative groupings.
He brings similar letters closer together and entwines them about
each other, whilst separating the incompatible ones and reducing
their size. Then, he creates a geometrical structure founded on the
rising vertical shapes of some and the more curvilinear and rounded
shapes of other letters.

Calligraphic composition should be evaluated as an integrated
whole. Words and letters should not be examined independently for
the purpose of reading. One must take a comprehensive look at
the totality of all the letters and evaluate their appeal on a purely
aesthetic plane. It is like contemplating a tree as a whole, without
becoming fixated purely by its branches or by its leaves. The form
should convey to the viewer a vision of geometrical balance and
musical harmony: through the intertwined calligraphic strokes, the
lightness or weight of the letters, the manner in which the strokes
are filled in and, last, but by no means least, the negative or empty
space that surrounds them.

The calligrapher employs all his skills to create this harmony. Those
familiar with written Arabic will know that a letter’s form differs
depending on its position within the word. This rule doesn’t apply
to calligraphers when they visualize the final structure of their
calligraphy. They are able to manipulate the letters to their heart’s
content, altering the shape of the letters themselves or placing a
letter in the centre of the structure that might more correctly be
supposed to belong at the end of the word.

The main object of these compositions is to enhance the aesthetic
value of the work: to provide the viewer with a new architecture that is
embodied within the letters and reflected in the empty spaces around
them. They represent a new source of energy for mankind. When
the beauty of calligraphy touches a person, it becomes a powerful
source of energy that emanates from these artistic compositions.
Whilst the expression may be difficult to decipher, this does not pose
a problem for the calligrapher, as his main objective is primarily an
aesthetic one, especially since what is written always refers to a
celebrated text or proverb. The act of reading these veiled texts thus
engages the mind and refreshes the memory of the reader. By being
actively forced to discern parts of the word, the viewer uncovers
the expression’ s content and in the process must recognize the



approach taken by the calligrapher. In this way, the reader becomes
an active interpreter of the artistic process.

The calligrapher uses all possible means available to shape the
composition; this could include the lengthening of certain letters in
the horizontal or vertical planes, using extended lines between the
letters, or even starting to write the expression from top to bottom
or vice versa. It has often made me wonder whether some ancient
memory of vast expanses of empty deserts, undulating dunes
stretching to the horizon in all directions, might have been the
seed that encouraged the calligrapher to draw such steady, stable
structures, suspended in a vast ocean of space.

The calligrapher begins by visualizing the overall geometrical shape
within which he will compose the letters. This represents a simplified
architecture, which, instead of being based on precise mathematical
calculation is governed rather by a certain evaluation of the shape’s
dimension and weight using feeling and imagination. This virtual
geometrical composition will ensure the balance and the harmony
of the structure, as well as the cohesion of the letters. Invisible, it will
disappear behind the letters, just as the skeleton remains unseen
behind the muscles. It will even appeal to readers who cannot
read Arabic, since this primitive architectural shape conforms to a
universal aesthetic language, and its harmonious balance serves as
a source of inner delight.

The great flexibility found in some calligraphic styles, such as the
Thuluth script, helped to create compositions with rounded letters;
whereas the Kufic script introduced compositions with straight lines.
In this way certain specific styles can help the calligrapher to realize
his vision upon the paper.

The calligrapher begins his task by visualizing the forms of the
letters in order to elaborate the structure like a huge statue of
words standing on the ground and rising into the sky. He develops
a new composition of expression and considers the soaring letters,
which must resist both the atmospheric pressure of the air and
the Earth ‘s gravitational pull. The actual size of a calligraphic
creation isn’'t important because even when small, the work always
reflects a bigger picture. Even the smallest letter echoes vast worlds
of shapes and meanings in the calligrapher’s mind.
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The calligrapher strives to produce the finest letters, from the
slightest detail to the overall structure. He can never cheat in this
endeavour. If he’s not at his best, the weakness of the letters and
the fragility of the structure will reveal this. As he engages mentally
and physically in preparation for the calligraphic process, any failure
at this level will be easily detected by an experienced eye. This is
why the calligrapher seeks, first of all, a calm environment before
beginning to draw the entire alphabet in the style of his choice,
practicing for long hours, until he is certain of his ability to manipulate
the letters. Then he begins to create his scripts.

This exercise is not just technical, for it guides the calligrapher
into a state of serenity and inner peace and enhances his vision of
perfection. It stimulates every cell in his body, and, in spite of his
steady posture, his inner world seems to be in perpetual motion.
These inner emotions flow into the letters and enrich them with
subtle energies. While the hand moves slowly, the mind and the
emotions visualize the forms with rapidity. Whilst the calligrapher
repetitively draws the letters as he prepares himself, his mind
moves instinctively towards those vast, empty spaces where virtual
compositions clearly emerge. Gradually, this imaginary space
invades the scripts, the compositions and the written expressions.
Then he dips his qalam into the inkwell and draws freely what comes
most vividly to his imagination, turning the paper into the wild space
that he perceived, as he fills it with new arrangements, driven by
freedom of expression and the spontaneity of creation.

In the beginning, he draws the core letters that inspire stability,
always at the focal point of the structure. Nor does he forget to
charge some of the letters with a centrifugal urge to escape from this
centre. If he achieves this double initiative, making it obvious to the
viewer’s eye, then the final structure will be a success. It was once
said that the best calligraphy is the one that seems to be moving in
spite of the fixity of its letters, and this applies to all kinds of arts.
The ltalian artist Michelangelo would say to his students: ‘When
you sketch a human being, you must give the impression that his
arms are moving backwards and forwards.’ Again, the Chinese artist
would say to his students: ‘When you draw a cloud in the sky, make
sure it looks as though it is swallowing something from one side and
expelling it on the opposite side.’



Letters that inspire steadiness allow shifting letters to emerge. This
proportional relation stems from the calligrapher’s imagination.
The letters interlace and connect like a dance-troupe performing
on stage, and strive to glide in the sky with delicate, yet firm,
movements. They may face the risk of falling, but they will always
overcome it. Each letter has its own place in the overall structure; its
rock-steady or mobile appearance, as well as its expressive strokes,
cannot be described in words. The viewer can only sense this and
enrich himself with its artistic aesthetic.

The same expression and the same words may embody various
compositions in which the calligrapher unveils his aesthetic concept,
his philosophy or his vision of the world. The structure can be closed
in on itself or blooming, opening towards the world. It can also be
static or mobile. Regardless of the size of the structure, it preserves
its power of expression due to the same abstract geometrical
structure that the calligrapher imagined at the beginning of his
composition.

Regarding the dynamism of the structure, it is produced from the
start by the smallest letters, then by whole words and finally by the
entire structure taken as a whole.

The strength and dynamism of the letters find their source inside
each letter drawn. If we take, for example, the letter " in the Thuluth
style. Instead of a mere line or accent, the calligrapher sees in it a
variety of undulating, imperceptible movements. Consequently, this
letter, which looks upright at first sight, contains the following set of
complicated moves: it starts at the top with a slight and unnoticeable
curve to the right, then a delicate prominence to the left, then a
straight and centered descent, and, before caressing the bottom
line, it bends elusively towards the left. These small nuances are
at the core of classical styles in calligraphy. And when they are not
taken into consideration, the calligraphy seems weak and unsteady.
Moreover, the calligrapher hides, in every round-shaped letter, small
parts of straight letters to give them more strength and vigour. These
delicate strokes, handed down by ancient calligraphers, enrich the
artistic expression in calligraphy. With regard to the energy of the
words, this comes from the calligrapher’s ability to rewrite and draw
the word from scratch. He should redraft the same letters with more
vigour or picture various images in order for them to fit neatly into
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the remaining space. In the Thuluth script, for instance, every letter
has multiple images that were established by calligraphers, many
centuries ago.

First of all, the calligrapher envisages the outline of the structure and
the space it will occupy: the shape of a square, rectangle or triangle.
He may even invent a new shape. Then he starts filling the letters
inside the gaps or pouring them like molten gold in a mould, inside
and around the envisaged structure. If wayward letters refuse to
obey his wishes or participate in the artistic process, he might assign
them a small space and draw them in with a thin pen. In this way, their
size won't affect the general outline of the structure. Consequently,
he has the power to influence the fate of certain letters, which have
their own characteristics, obeying only certain calligraphers. This
explains why we feel so attracted to some calligraphers’ work and
are moved by the urge to see their calligraphies all the time.

The sight of a powerful structure is a source of fulfilment and
tranquillity, whereas shaky calligraphies can create the opposite,
feelings of anxiety. Old and beautiful compositions are like the dark,
entwined branches of a burned tree standing exposed under the hot
desert sun; their black letters bared like a skeleton against a crystal
clear background. The letters seem ambiguous and the words
illegible but the main objective of the calligrapher is the overall
aesthetic conveyed by the totality of the letters.

The calligraphic structure reveals only half of the construction to the
spectator; as for the other concealed half, he is required to find it
within himself. He looks for the meaning of the script, trying to read
it, and imagines things within the constructed framework, which
might be very different to the calligrapher’s own perceptions. In this
way, he brings his own truth to the artwork and becomes involved in
the actual process of creation.

From the 14" century onwards, audacious new structures began
to emerge, ornamenting architectural monuments in Central Asia,
Iraq and Egypt. These new forms were interlaced and looked
almost totally unreadable, aiming purely at subtle pleasure and
refined contemplation. The structures of the geometric Kufic
calligraphy produced on bricks made it impossible to reproduce the
main characteristics of ancient Arabic calligraphy, in terms of the



narrowness and width inside each letter, owing to the nature of the
raw materials used for construction. Buildings showed scripts that
were drawn using bricks, with an empty space surrounding the letter
equivalent to one brick’s width. This was a new era for calligraphy
that covered, in its hugely innovative style, all the architectural
monuments in Islamic countries at the time. Nothing was lost as the
usage of classical calligraphy carried on and evolved together with
the new approaches of the 14" century.

At first sight, there doesn’t seem to be any relation between the
Kufic script of manuscripts and the Kufic script found in architecture.
However, when we look closely, we can see the obvious similarity
between the two. This is what artistic creation is really about: at first,
it casts doubt on its own nature, only to later introduce additional
elements that will enrich what is already there.
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Calligraphy in geometric Kufic script, Central Asia (14" century)

Writing with bricks has solved many issues relating to visual spaces
in construction. None of the scripts that were previously enlarged
for the purposes of ornamenting wall-space was adequate, because
they reproduced the calligraphy of manuscripts. These were based
on an imitation of the qalam approach to writing, with its thick and
thin strokes. However, in the case of the geometric Kufic script, and
for the first time in history, the calligraphic ornaments fitted exactly
into the areas specified by the architect.

Later, the ancient calligrapher pursued his creative path, giving
additional dynamism to the scripts ornamenting the minaret, as he
twisted themin a spiral manner. Even the squares covered with scripts
took agitated forms due to the single point basis. Consequently, the
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calligraphy that was the peculiar province of manuscripts did not
transfer to this different domain; therefore architecture found its own
more appropriate style, which both enhanced the field of the arts and
satisfied the wide audience of viewers.

This is just a single example cited amongst many innovative initiatives
that were launched by calligraphers of the past. Calligraphers,
poets and musicians were all pioneers in the field of innovation
in Islamic cities. And when historians mention the heritage left by
Islamic civilization, they rightly insist on the achievements of these
groundbreaking intellectuals.

Today, one may well ask: ‘What significance does calligraphy
have in the modern age? Do we still need it?” Nowadays, great
monuments are designed and built by architects who are untrained
in, or not appreciative of, the aesthetics of Arabic calligraphy.
Besides, the other requirements of calligraphy can now more easily
be fulfiled by means of modern printing techniques. The answer
is that we only have to contemplate ancient monuments and their
calligraphic ornamentation to note that this art continues to feed our
feelings and stimulate our senses throughout the present time and
on into the future. In addition, new generations of calligraphers create
fresh environments that respond to modern needs and expectations.
The search to develop the aesthetic tradition doesn’t only fulfil our
desires but is, in its own way, a distinctive sign of progress itself.

In order to achieve an artistic movement based on Arabic calligraphy,
we need to have magazines and books dedicated to the calligraphic
arts, especially as it is very easy these days to photograph and print
the scripts found on monuments. These developing fields should
constitute the main subject for emerging calligraphers who wish to
launch and develop new styles of calligraphy. Moreover, exhibitions
and meetings should be organized to create a shared climate of
creativity, dialogue and renewed debate. Lastly, we should also
mention the necessity to buy and collect calligraphers’ compositions
in order to support them in their ongoing artistic endeavours.

For four hundred years, the Ottoman Empire would supervise
calligraphers throughout the whole of its territories. An apprentice
would knock on the door of a master calligrapher, who would either
accept him or refuse him, after having submitted him to some kind



of test. The student would have to respect his teacher and adopt
his calligraphic style, as well as learning the rules of calligraphy
transmitted down through the generations of calligraphers.
Calligraphic expression followed this trend in the Ottoman Empire
and has generally prevailed, since the 16" century, in all Arab
countries, with the exception of Morocco.

The artistic work occurred within a context of rules and concepts
respected by all; and any calligrapher who didn’t abide by the artistic
codes regulating the decoration of city monuments, was excluded
from the system and no longer assigned official projects. He would
then be forced to draw scripts in the local markets for a few dirhams,
or take other humble jobs such as teaching children in poor areas.
The absence of free time and financial support would prevent his
doing research or otherwise improving his style. With the fall of the
Ottoman Empire, the existing artistic rules were no longer valued
and the calligrapher lost his privileged position. The continuation of
ancient calligraphy was made possible due to the efforts of certain
calligraphers in our Arab societies who held this art in high esteem.
The purpose of calligraphic rules may have been to ensure a respect
for heritage and its preservation, but, today we note that the rules
themselves have become an obstacle to the conservation of these
traditions, since the number of calligraphers has severely declined.

This example can be applied to all the disciplines that existed under
the Ottoman Empire and stands as one of the contributory factors
to its disastrous fall. We ought not to forget that the inertia of even
a single generation will certainly affect and have consequences
for all those that follow. In many Arab and Islamic countries today,
however, there is a burgeoning art and cultural scene, nourished by
growing numbers of contemporary artists. The production of art is,
first and foremost, a spiritual concern and aims to develop human
taste and raise the moral values of a society to a higher level.

The concept of innovation and renewal would have unsettled
conservative elements within the Ottoman Empire. To some extent
this mirrors what is happening today in our own countries, when
people living under constraints naively claim that they wish to return
to the ways of the past -which in truth they barely understand. In
reality, we have to move forward and progress, embracing all the
possibilities that the evolution of modern times has granted us as
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human beings. Let us rather select from the past the memories of
times when great openness and prosperity prevailed, and strive to
develop feats and accomplishments to rival those past achievements.

In attempting to clarify the evolution of calligraphy in the past,
we should mention the example of the Kufic style used in 9"
century manuscripts. By the end of the 10" century Kufic script
had stagnated, being used only in the reproduction of existing
manuscripts. The social reasons for this were many, but principally
this trend developed as a result of the cultural prosperity and wealth
of the Islamic Empire.

The progress of civilization during the Abbasid period allowed
numerous styles to develop in Arabic calligraphy. Indeed,
calligraphers were free to unleash their creativity within the Islamic
Empire which was very tolerant at that time, in ways reminiscent
of those of the United States or the European Union today. These
days people travel with little difficulty throughout the vast occidental
world and are entitled to work within these greater unions in the
country or state of their choice. This was true also in the case of the
Islamic Empire which extended from parts of China all the way to
Andalusia. The calligrapher had enormous opportunities for work in
this environment and new calligraphic styles were often invented. In
the 8" century, Bashar Ibn Burd wrote:

‘If you ever face an obstacle in some town, don’t hesitate
to move to another one.’

He knew that it was quite possible to live in another city. In the 121"
century, the poet Al-Hariri noted:

‘Travel across the country and choose your homeland
wherever you please.’

Today, on the contrary, travelling between Arabic and Islamic
countries isn’'t so easy anymore. This optimistic climate, at the time
of the multi-ethnic Islamic Empire, spread to all creative disciplines;
poets were everywhere, musicians lived in palaces and architects
inhabited the cities. We mention as examples the philosopher Al-
Ghazali who was born in Iran and worked as a teacher in the Al-
Nizamiyya school in Bahgdad; or Ziryab who was born in Baghdad



yet opened the greatest music school in Andalusia, which attracted
many European students; or Yakout, the most celebrated calligrapher
in Baghdad in the 13" century, who was born in Europe before being
adopted by the Caliph Al-Mustasmi.

The Caliph Al-Mammun used to ask calligraphers to make copies
of all existing books. If it was written in a foreign language, it
had first to be translated before being recreated in calligraphy.
Consequently, society thrived and progressed. This is the trend
followed today in industrialized countries, while the lack of books
in Arabic libraries is deplorable. These
days, the Empire no longer supervises
calligraphy, giving calligraphers
complete freedom. However, the lack
of exhibitions is mirrored by the lack of
interest in general, while negligence,
towards calligraphy and the visual arts,
creates financial obstacles that compel
the calligrapher to take commercial
jobs in parallel with his main artistic
activity. These
him from exploring and improving his
calligraphy, which is the necessary
requirement in order to progress.

conditions prevent

Many art enthusiasts and wealthy people
would collect calligraphies at high prices
allowing the calligrapher time to research
and practice his art. Some ancient
calligrapher once said: ‘When | sell
a calligraphic reproduction of the book
Al-Majsiti (a scientific book translated
from the Greek) this resource allows me to live for a year.” Senior
figures throughout the Empire also encouraged and patronized
calligraphers. It is said that, in the 17" century, Sultan Mustafa I
was charmed by the way the calligrapher Al-Hafiz Osman produced
his scripts. One day he asked him: ‘Will there ever be another
calligrapher like you Hafiz?’ Al-Hafiz Osman is said to have replied:
‘Yes, there will be a calligrapher like me, the day that a Sultan like
yourself holds the inkwell of his favorite calligrapher like you do.’

Topkapi Museum, Istanbul

Calligraphic composition, Mustafa Rakim(1797),
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Nowadays, children and amateurs do not have the opportunity to
learn calligraphy easily. They often have to research and reproduce
the printed scripts themselves; but it is a waste of time for someone
to learn this kind of art by himself. Practicing calligraphy and
mastering some of its styles requires years of training, and this
is hard to achieve alone. The apprentice has to understand and
digest the calligraphic heritage with its constructions and structures,
identifying its aesthetic properties. In addition, he will only unveil
the essence of beauty in this art, through continuous training. He
will also try to add his personal touch, drawing inspiration from the
elements of nature: fire, earth, air and water;
and from the invisible architecture found in
the shapes of flowers, sand dunes or clouds
in the sky. This seems like a complicated
task in a material world where people look,
above all else, for the immediate benefits of
instant gratification.

Calligraphic compositions were influenced
in the past by the structure of architectural
monuments. The architect worked hand in
hand with the calligrapher in order to arrange
the calligraphies on the walls, which allowed
the architect to gain knowledge of structural
techniques of calligraphy, especially
regarding the architecture of the forms, the
way of organizing space and of elevating the
letters, taking into account the law of gravity.
= . The calligrapher thus designed compositions
for the required areas on the walls occupying
a specific space in the buildings.

Among the calligraphers who worked with architects we should
mention Rakim who had the courage to break the standard phrasal
form and restructure it using his own imagination. His celebrated
compositions include the calligraphy: ‘There is no power except in
Allah’ (4L Y158 Y 5 Js ¥) which is conserved in the Topkapi Museum
in Istanbul. He has positioned in the centre of this construction
three ‘J" ordinarily separated in the phrase, attaching them to each
other. Then he has drawn the letters ' and ‘J' on the right, and the



letters 9 * and ‘< on the left. In the original sentence there’s only
one separate ‘, while his compositions necessitated two of them.
He has also added another expression ‘The most high and great’
(=) A1) at the top of the structure in very small letters and used
one of its letters ‘'to complete the construction made of large letters.
He has intertwined the round-shaped letters and reduced the size
of the letters ‘sand both letters ‘Gsto insert them more easily in
the composition. Then he has concentrated the four points of the
expression above the three ‘J'and placed the word ‘4l on top, to

crown the structure.

The astonishing aspect of this composition is Rakim’s ingenuity in
rearranging the letters and altering their sizes. He added a letter in
order to build a new and harmonized structure, following a simple
yet powerful architecture.

Mustafa R&kim (1757-1826) left numerous compositions that are
marked by elegance and perfection. The Ottomans used to say
of him: ‘If Michelangelo is a source of pride to the west, then the
calligrapher Rakim represents the same for us.’

Ancient calligraphers have left us many compositions, whether
produced in architectural monuments or on paper. In the gardens
of the Alhambra Palace we find an expression, the emblem of the
poet Bani Abbad, written in small script: ‘Only God is victorious’
(4@ ¥ Qe ¥). The calligrapher has added above it an extension of
the letters and details similar to Kufic letters, up to three times the
size of the expression. While a quarter of the space at the bottom

Calligraphy in interwoven Kufic script, Alhambra
Palace, Granada, Spain (14th century)
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of the composition was sufficient to draw the main expression, the
calligrapher has inserted some additions on the top, to create more
balance in the overall structure. At the same time he has relied on
these embellishments to allow him greater freedom and creativity,
as he has managed the extra spaces in the manner he desired. The
saying was produced in the renowned Kufic style, but the higher
embellishments derive from his own personal creativity.

Creation and innovation flourish in a climate of encouragement,
reinforcing mutually creative influences between the calligrapher and
the surrounding society. In the presence of respect and appreciation,
the arts thrive and play a key role in social evolution. However, if
neglect prevails, the arts shall certainly wither and society will lose
its aesthetic vigour, and be restricted to mere imitation. Art enhances
the spectators’ perceptions and its beauty creates positive energies
which nurture the society itself.

The letters ' and ‘J rise elegantly in the calligraphies engraved
in the stones of the gardens of the Alhambra Palace in Granada.
This refinement spreads throughout the palace, its marble columns,
marked by their thin and graceful appearance. One might ask: ‘Who
was the source of this influence? Was it the calligrapher or the
architect?” This mutual influence certainly exists between matters
of art and life, since art is the reflection of a society’s vitality: it is
inspired by it, and leaves its mark upon it.

Hence we might ask the following question: ‘Can we carry on with
the forms of calligraphy that prevailed in the Middle Ages even
though we have landed on the moon?



THE SPACE IN ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY
Hassan Massoudy

Artists know they work in the same way as farmers when they
plant seeds in the soil. They must be patient and wait for a long
time before the solid seed turns into a tree filled with life, flowers
and fruits. And every year, the same cycle starts all over again.
Artistic creation reflects a desire that arises in the artist and
grows like seeds of colour and form awakened from the depth
of his imagination. Sometimes, the desire of creation is present
in addition to the material requirements for an artwork, but the
forms seem dormant, going into a deep slumber inside the artist;
and they would be fragile and unstable if he were to force them to
emerge on the surface.

This morning, for example, | wanted to draw red scripts on a large
sheet of white paper. Their forms rushed to my mind along with the
wide space that surrounds them. However, all that | produced on
paper seemed small and confined. My hand refused to obey what
my mind had imagined for this endless space.

Firstly, 1 would like to explain the reason why | want to mirror
unbounded space in my scripts. | imagine vast space as light
and freedom and would like to convey this image in my work of
art, allowing the viewer to sense these moments of liberty that |
experience through calligraphy.

| would like to draw scripts that spread hope to counter human
violence and the anguish it leaves in us. This is why | need my art
to be filled with a powerful artistic energy that is able to face up
to and prevail against the difficulties of life. | transform the pain |
feel into a creative process coloured with optimism. For what is
the purpose of wailing in a house that is burning down or in the
face of a raging tempest? There’s no use in describing a storm to
someone who'’s just been hit by one!
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Calligraphy could, as an artwork, take a moral stance, by
embracing or rejecting something through the movement of letters
and the meaning of words. Calligraphy also has an aesthetic value
that appears in its geometric structures, the tone of its forms and
the light radiating out from its coloured inks.

As clouds wander and birds fly in the sky, so do strokes change
all the time in the space of one calligraphy. This space isn’'t empty
and all artists experience it in their own practice. The large sphere
of the Earth we live on moves in space. We see from a distance
the planets and the stars as they move slowly around the heavens.
The Chinese sage, Lao Tzu, says: ‘Pots are made out of clay.
But it is the hollow space within them that makes up the essence
of the pot’. Consequently, space paves the way for form and
perfection. Everything is possible in space and all solutions can
be found within it. Space is an unknown quantity, which needs to
be challenged. Space creates harmony in calligraphy and silence
in music. Yet, this is precisely what | search for in my art.

Space in architecture is the aspect required for habitation, and
the space behind scripts will have the same role: a space for
dreams, both for me as calligrapher and for the viewer. | wish to
create an overflowing space next to my scripts, similar to the one
which surrounds us all, filled with invisible waves that radiate from
radios, televisions and telephones. A crowded space that, at the
same time, remains welcoming.

All the scripts that | produced today looked insignificant, trapped
inside cramped spaces, so | stopped working, wondering when |
would be able to express what | had pictured in my imagination.
When will | be able to see on paper the scripts that clearly exist in
my mind? When will my letters and words, floating into an absolute
space, carry freedom on their wings?



This internal monologue went on as | waited for the moment when
| could achieve my vision. The Surrealists say: ‘Imagination is also
a productive state.” So | convinced myself to leave the colours
and the papers and keep on contemplating, as if in a day-dream.
Contemplation keeps the mind afloat, and prepared to explore all
kinds of feelings.

Did not an Iranian calligrapher, in the aftermath of a dream, invent
the ancient style of Taalik, where the forms of letters resembled
the shape of ducks in flight? From the 14% century onwards,
the letters of the Taalik style travelled upwards through space,
disregarding the line beneath. Since then, that calligrapher’s
dream has aesthetically enriched the lives of millions of people.

| reflected on the past, when the calligrapher would wake early,
take up his galam, his inkwell and his papers. After long hours
of practice, endeavouring to create flawless letters and improve
his knowledge of the rules, he would cease work saying that he
had not attained perfection, in terms of energy for example, in
the letters *’ and ‘z‘ and would decide to resume his training the
following day.

Calligraphy requires energies similar to those of electricity;
energies that fill the letters and let beauty flood into them. When
the viewer contemplates them he feels this flow of energy running
into him, enhancing his capabilities and strengths.

The calligrapher Ibn Al-Bawab depicted the issue of artistic
creation in the following words:

‘The person who embraces this profession ought to
devote himself to it and practice it with great care and
fondness. Itis intensely rebellious; slow to settle; it feeds
on deceptions; it is very close to conflict; it is rarely loyal;
quick to turn against one and wearisome. It is restrained
by commerce and subjugated by perseverance. It only
answers the one who chooses it above everything else,
fully embraces it, always joins with it, in perfect harmony,
and raises it to the level of lover and home.’
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He is neither affected by its neutrality nor overwhelmed by its
obedience. He faces it with passion and energy and adjusts to it,
drained and worn out, until he finally achieves his aspiration and
attains excellence.

The fingers strive to open its blossoms and bring out its brightness.
The letters seem attached or separated, blinded or blossoming, in
a delicate and fine creation. Their qualities are unveiled through the
whole structure, their parts are equivalent to the distance between
them, their curves and ends are flexible, their middle parts and
edges are proportional. Quiet and peaceful in their appearance,
they are filled with a fascinating charm in their substance as if their
author, his hand guided by his heart, had placed all his thoughts
and care in them.

Ibn Al-Bawab summarized the whole idea in this passage, as it
is of paramount importance to start drawing scripts with a fully
prepared body and mind. The heart should also be free of worries;
otherwise the scripts will be heavy and limited in the space. But
when the heart is light, they will rise freely in the wider space.
When | write, | feel united with calligraphy and we merge together
to become one.

But do my scripts meet those of Ibn Al-Bawab produced in the
11t century? How do they compare? The ancient calligrapher
struggled to reproduce scripts that were similar to those of his
master and those who preceded him, while | try, today, to preserve
the finest aspects of this legacy. Moreover, | consider scripts to be
much more than a mere means of writing, they are a work of pure
art.

| draw calligraphies in order to contemplate rather than read
them. Consequently, my letters are evocative through their simple
geometric forms. At times, they look serene and still and at other
times, they seem dynamic and determined. They fly backwards
and forwards, with hesitation or resolve, expressing wrath or
delight.

Every time two or three letters meet, a new form emerges and
as | have said previously, | pay attention to the shape as well as
the space, as a background to the letters. In tackling the subject



of negative space, | always pay great attention when drawing
the word to the white behind it, both to the body of the letter and
the invisible part that surrounds it. In this context, space is as
significant as the words themselves, transforming into a material
unit that can be widened or narrowed at will.

| attempt to turn my words into large statues or architectural
constructions suspended above a vast land, in order to bear a
resemblance to visual artworks. My scripts then become an
abstract painting as | create forms on a space called the ‘visual
surface’. | question whether my work truly resembles visual
artworks or is it closer to those works of the poets’ imagination?

Even if the outline of my work requires visual arts’ techniques, it
is similar, in its essence, to the poet's endeavour. In fact, each
of us manipulates words as we take them out, break them up or
link them in novel combinations to shed new and unexpected light
upon them.

The poet Al-dJahez said, ‘poetry is about phrasing and building up
images'. | say exactly the same about calligraphy.

A letter isn’t just a geometric line, since it encompasses several
independent strokes. Each letter evolves gradually from beginning
to end; and despite its bordered outline, it produces boundless
emotional effects due to the endless essence contained in its
modest shape. Furthermore, the meaning of the word appears
sometimes through its form. The connection between the letters
generates the visual space spreading behind the scripts. This
explains why the space renews itself with every new calligraphic
style.

Yes, | find myself closer to poets because our work is deeply
related to words and poetry always imposes itself on me, as in the
following verse written by the Andalusian poet Abu Al-Makhsha
Aasem Bin Zayd:

‘And there we were, hearts floating in the air while riding
the wings of the winds.’
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These few words bond human feelings to nature, whilst drawing a
painting that suggests an immense space. This is what | find most
interesting about Abu Al-Makhsha’s words. This verse opens the
door to never-ending images, depending on each listener; thus,
poets enrich the listener and stimulate imagination and creativity.
A few incredible words - since hearts don’t really float and neither
does the wind have wings. Couldn’t we, as artists, suggest these
kinds of powerful yet simple images?

Now as | look for inspiration, | recall a verse of the poet Kathir that
corresponds to my own situation. He was asked: ‘What do you
do when you are unable to compose poetry?’ Kathir answered: ‘|
roam about in empty quarters and in gardens abundant with grass
until the finest and most solemn verses rush through my mind.’

This, then, is what | should also do. | should wander in empty
quarters like the desert and in grassy gardens as well. But, I'm
not so sure about that. | am sitting here, peacefully meditating
as | recall every landscape that bears a resemblance to endless
space. | look deep into myself. | see a vast world and finally, the
red scripts that | wanted to draw emerge from this world. Some
things that lie inside me are huge and bright; internal images, too
large for the eye to see. Meditation helps me intensify my inner
capabilities so | can see these large pictures. Sometimes, they are
triggered by a verse. In the following one, written by the poet Jamil
Bin Muammar, we hear and perceive those images:

‘I let my gaze wander over the sky, hoping to meet hers
when she looks up.’

The triangle that the poet builds in the sky is startling. He is looking
up towards the sky, as well as his beloved, hoping that their gazes
might meet up there. Since the poet clearly knows that this won't
happen, his desire is less interesting than the spectacular image
he draws in the sky. This is the kind of image and space that | look
for in my work - an infinitely vast space that | could draw in a very
few words.

As for the poet Ibn Zaydun, he asks the rain to visit the palace of
Wallada, daughter of the Caliph Al-Mustakfi:



‘Travel with the lightning and pass by the castle
Rain on the one who used to feed me with true love’

Ibn Zaydun contemplates the sky and creates this geometrical
image in space, through a vertical gaze towards the clouds,
commanding them to move horizontally to Cordoba and finally to
fall on the princess’s palace.

One can learn much through contemplation and meditation.
I remind myself that form in art is, first and foremost, an idea |
should imagine before producing my scripts. If the bond between
the idea and the hand does not exist, the calligraphy will certainly
be unsuccessful.

No sooner had | arrived at this assumption, than a counter-theory
followed:

This idea belongs to the realms of reason, yet intuition plays
a key role in art. So, | must go beyond this idea in order to be
creative. My thoughts must be completely free whilst | compose
calligraphies, unleashing the capacity of the body to express itself
sensually and intuitively during the moment of creativity.

I wonder if the following verse of the poet Abu Al-Tayeb Al-
Mutanabi is reasonable; or did he allow his imagination to run
free, while he invoked his feelings and evoked a landscape at the
same time.

‘Like a feather, tossed by the wind, flutters, in an eternal
state of agitation’

This verse is in itself a calligraphic composition. It evokes a great
space with letters dancing all around, carried by the wind. Letters,
like the feather, defy the law of gravity, surrendering to the wind. |
always wanted my scripts to be like this feather, hardly caressing
the earth, thus giving the impression of flying, much as when a
dove kicks the ground beneath it as it opens its wings to fly. Each
shape encompasses both a fixed and a variable point.

Al-Buhtari depicts a similar scene in terms of emotions, but in
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words that combine perspective and space:

‘Il headed towards Baghdad, without delay, as if riding a
wingéd horse.’

We find the same feelings in the verse of Ibn Al-Mutaz, the poet
who lived in Dar Al-Salam (Baghdad) under difficult conditions,
at a time of great turmoil. Ibn Al-Mutaz was assassinated after
holding the reins of power, as Caliph, for no more than a single
day. In the verse below, he describes the vast sky of Iraq and the
anguish inside him:

‘l used to know this land and every corner of its hills until
the day it was struck by a great disaster.’

In the south of Iraq, an unknown poet depicts another inspired
image of the desert:

‘The shadow of the night descended on me as my eyes
closed in slumber and | became one with the tranquillity
of the wilderness; with darkness fading away, | saw the
desolate desert and the distant horizon.’

| can almost picture this poet in the desert all curled up and
dreaming, seeking warmth next to a sleeping camel, on a cold
winter’s night. He is surrounded by his sleeping companions,
lying amidst an infinite and vast, open space.

Below is another scene of desert space illustrated by the poet
Al-Mutanabi. Here | can visualise exactly the landscape that
emerges from his imagination; he was born in Koufa, a place not
far from where | grew up.

‘Sand spread in the wilderness without warning, lashing
my face, in the scorching heat, without a veil.’

This verse of Al-Mutanabi keeps coming to my mind bringing
with its words images of Najaf, in the south of Iraq. | see its
desert areas and the searing wind which carries the sand and
which we used to call ‘the poison wind’, something which | later



encountered again in those other deserts of Tunisia, Algeria,
Morocco and Mauritania. When hit by sand-storms which obstruct
the space and view, | always feel a mysterious joy tinged with
some apprehension. Desert winds are like giant invisible birds in
the infinitely vast space. They alter the shapes of dunes and carry
the soft sand away in the sky, then turn it into golden nets glowing
in the face of the sun.

The endless space takes particular shapes that are suspended in
the sky. On the horizon, sandy curtains shine like gold, while the
closer ones seem tinted in dark orange. At this point, the desert
turns into a golden city where radiant monuments, beaming light,
stand on the dunes like flowing letters of the calligraphic Al-Diwani
or Al-Taalik style. In this land, light challenges darkness and
overcomes it.

Such great images of space can only be observed in the desert.
Moreover, these magical spaces can never be photographed,
because the surrounding scenery extends in a huge circle
radiating from the man looking out from its centre, and the horizon
is equidistant on all sides.

The hollow space in a desert is circular and nothing constrains
or hinders its expansiveness apart from a few white clouds in the
middle of the winter. There is a single bright spot in this landscape
under the dark sky: the sun, a huge golden disc. The source of
light that makes every colour special, as it generates harmonious
tones, enhancing the depth of the space.

The scene of wind and sand ends at night, when dark colours
cover the desert. And when the moon comes into view, ‘We
become three: the moon, my shadow and me’, as the Chinese
poet Li Bai remarked. Like other poets, he sketches a painting in
the sky but in a very few words and with a deft simplicity.

Furthermore, the circular desert space and the feeling of liberty it
provides explain this verse of the poet Shanfara:

‘No constraint can ever be put on men, willing or not, if
they are granted awareness.’
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Shanfara’s philosophy and creativity are illustrated in these simple
words. Human awareness is developed through moral purpose
which also helps to set Man’s values. The poet’s space is defined
here by liberty and, according to Shanfara, a man can be free if
he strives to attain this freedom. He doesn’t feel imprisoned on
earth because real freedom and infinite space exist in his mind.
Shanfara clarifies the idea of Martin Luther King: ‘No one can
treat me as a slave if | don’t think like one.” His space can then be
defined by the freedom of men, which lies first in their minds. And
this is the kind of space | wish to have in my scripts.

The poet Jalal Al-Din Rami, in the 13" century, told the story of a
river which wanted to cross the desert and was absorbed by the
sand every time it passed through it. The river was most surprised,
saying that it crossed mountains and valleys and so could not
understand why the desert prevented it from passing through. A
voice seeming to rise from the sand answered: ‘You can cross the
desert, but on one condition: you have to change.’ The river asked,
‘How can | change?’ And the voice answered, ‘You evaporate into
the sky, the wind carries you in the form of clouds and at the end
you fall as rain and flow like a river once again.’

This is exactly what we artists should go through before engaging
in artistic creation; we must, like the river, renew ourselves with
every new day. Otherwise, we will be swallowed up by the desert.

In order to draw my red scripts inside a wide enough space, | must
build them, first and foremost, inside me. Then, the artwork will be
a reflection of my inner image. If the space is narrow, it means that
I’'m feeling reclusive and introverted. On the contrary, if | want my
space to be infinite and free, | have to feel free myself, as the poet
Al-Mutanabi says:

‘The myriad of mountains and seas | have roamed can
witness that | am the mountain and | am the sea.’

The height of the mountains inspires vertical strokes, while the
endless seascape evokes a horizontal line. In these settings, the
sky and the space are usually immense. In this line, Al-Mutanabi
depicts another space, different from the previous one descriptive
of the space of the desert.



After our exploration of the poets’ world and the spaces they create
in their poetry, calligraphic images appear more clearly to me; all |
have to do now is go back to my red colours and paper. My thoughts
are no longer hesitant and uncertain as the vision becomes clearer
and the scripts are unveiled.

| will always try to enter the poets’ mind and thoughts in order to
draw their words.

| will address Baghdad with Al-Jawahiri:

‘I greeted you at the foot of the mountain from a distance,
so greet me Tigris of abundance, Mother of orchards.’

| also sing with Ibn Al-Dumaynah:

‘People of Tigris: | bear you all in my heart for the sake of
my love.’

And | will accompany Qais Ibn Al-Muluh as he says:

‘Doves of Iraq, come to my aid.’




THE BEAUTY IN ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY
Hassan Massoudy

When | draw my calligraphies, | am aware that | have been preceded
by generations of calligraphers who bequeathed a valuable legacy
to all future generations. At the same time, | know that many
ancient calligraphers altered the original Kufic style, paving the
way for creativity and innovation. The history of Arabic calligraphy
has been marked by a succession of different compositions and
styles. Only a continuation of these creative trends will prevent
calligraphy from becoming inert and inadequate in today’s world.

When, driven by the desire for artistic expression, | turn to
calligraphy. | experience a state of excitement that | feel that |
should overcome and control. Artistic expression derives from just
such intuition and emotions. However at other times, | am plagued
by doubts about my involvement in modern calligraphy. Am |
following the right path in attempting to preserve the beauty of this
art? Should | change my course? In the practice of art, doubting
oneself is both necessary and can even be quite positive. Although
I mention my own experiences in this context, many contemporary
calligraphers will no doubt share a similar opinion.

The calligraphic process comprises two phases: the first is when
the strokes express feelings and emotions. Itis quite a complicated
moment, impossible to describe, when emotions and memory
unite, reaching deeply into the human soul. The second phase is a
dialogue with oneself, before and after creating the calligraphies.
Questions such as: ‘Where do we come from and where are
we heading? What is art and what is calligraphy?’ For me, such
speculations are nearly always followed by the contemplation
of ancient scripts and by the imaginative visualization of future
creations still to be realized.

| wonder about the outline of beauty in today’s calligraphy. Does it
really follow the same course as that of the beautiful scripts left by
ancient calligraphers, especially those of the 9" century? Should
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we be creating another style of calligraphy, which better depicts
the present times? Unquestionably, each innovative creation
must engage in a painful battle with the legacies of the past in
order to arrive at the birth of a new style of calligraphy. It is easy
to appraise the beauty created by the ancient calligraphers. It is
not so simple a task to determine the current canons of beauty in
calligraphy as they are still in the process of being created. Beauty
is based on relative values that evolve over time, guided by our
inner development as human beings and the progress of humanity
as a whole.

Consequently there will be a new aesthetic for each and every age.
In order to create new styles in calligraphy, one should be mentally
and physically prepared before each session, and fully focussed
in order to enter a deeply contemplative state. These moments
begin the minute | start preparing the tools and the colours | shall
use, and last until | engage in the act of writing itself. | feel as
though | am floating in an endless, empty space, submerged and
blinded by a sandstorm in the middle of the desert. The beauty
that | seek appears as virtual shapes on a distant horizon, as |
struggle to realize it. However, despite all my attempts to reach
out and grasp these images, they do not appear quite so easily
on the paper. Some days writing seems to be an easy task, and
other days it seems altogether insurmountable. Once in a while,
| take a look at my modern scripts and compare them to ancient
calligraphies, recalling whatever knowledge | have garnered on
this subject. In this attempt to be conscious in the moment, | try to
reconcile my many different emotions with whatever is happening
in the external world. Then, very carefully, | allow my hand to run
free, giving vent to my feelings. This energy fills the letters and
their various movements, conveying pain, hope, suffering and joy;
and all my emotions mix with the colours, to express the writing
through the delicacy or strength contained in the strokes.






Letting go of the past leads to the creation of new knowledge.
So, at times | attempt to simplify my lines the better to reflect the
immediacy of the present moment. In my opinion, true beauty
lies in the expression of this experienced instant. Continuously
recalling the past would blur my mind and prevent me from soaring
in search of those strokes of which | always dream. During these
moments of internal turmoil, reason surrenders to feeling, and
| find myself caught in a whirlwind of emotions. The poet Nasib
speaks of: ‘Lords riding the storm even as it overwhelms them.’
Secretly, | wish to be able to ride the mount of that storm, yet
never let it envelop me wholly. | wish to race onwards but | know
that | will never arrive because the world of art always seems to
contradict the familiar world around us. In constantly seeking an
impossible beauty the process of creation becomes loaded with
an intense pain, which can only be compared to the pain afflicting
the poet Al-Farazdak:

‘At times, having a tooth extracted is less painful than
composing a line of poetry.’

| share his sentiments exactly! There are indeed times for the
calligrapher, when it would hurt less to have a tooth extracted than
to compose a work of calligraphic beauty.

The most remarkable movement in calligraphy is the one
reflecting the emotions that emerge at the moment | create my
scripts. To reach this beautiful movement, | must, as | mentioned
before, disregard all of ancient calligraphy, and even ignore my
own previous works. | have to surpass them, avoiding all imitation,
even of myself. It would be painless to reproduce the outcome of
past experiences or to repeat, in another manner, a style | had
discovered many years ago. Sometimes, doubt itself can become
an obstacle or even a blockage, so | concentrate my attention and
ask myself: ‘What exactly do you want to do?’ Beauty is simply
what Nasib describes when talking of: ‘Lords riding the storm even
as it overwhelms them.” How was it possible to ride the storm in
Nasib’s time before aeroplanes were common? Yet his statement
gives a simple yet provocative description of the vision he was
imagining. So can simplicity be so easily achieved? Certainly not!

| refer to poetry when addressing myself to calligraphy because
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when | read an inspiring poem, | perceive calligraphy intertwined
amongst its lines, and when | contemplate beautiful calligraphy, |
hear poetry. | see numerous ancient scripts flash before my eyes,
and then | continue comparing and analysing them for hours,
struggling to enter that remote citadel of beauty. Then, | wonder
half aloud to myself: Are the aesthetics of the west the same as
those of the east? | myself have lived for the first third of my life
in the east and the latter two-thirds of it entirely in the west. When
| lived in the east, | was attracted by western arts and now that
| live here in the west, | find myself re-evaluating the immense
artistic heritage of the oriental past. But, is there a universal
set of values for beauty? Or does each geographical area and
each human group have its own set of values that is shaped by
past experiences and transmitted down along with other cultural
influences?

Beauty in ancient Arabic calligraphy is similar to the waves in a
wild sea: no sooner do they approach the shore than they break,
whilst other waves keep rolling in behind. Each century has
viewed beauty in different ways. Arabic calligraphy has followed
a long path, in terms of space and time, from the first basic Arabic
scripts, fourteen centuries ago, until today. It has travelled to many
places as far apart as Samarkand and Cordoba. Its primary style
was clear and was designed to be easily read. Later on, the letters
interacted with the ornamental details surrounding them, the
architectural structures that held them and other objects produced
by craftsmen. This fusion created a symbiotic connection
between the various art forms, which in turn came to influence the
development of calligraphy.

When examining the reasons behind the evolution of styles in
Arabic calligraphy over the centuries, we find that there are
several contributory factors; the development of an aesthetic
awareness, the types of materials used in calligraphy depending
on the geographical location, the influence of the ruler and his
patronage and even the dreams of the calligraphers themselves.

What was newly introduced was considered to be beautiful. After
the first basic Kufic scripts of the 8™ century, the scripts which
appeared in the 9" century, similar to towering temples built in
the sky, were exquisite. They delighted the viewer’s eye even if



he was unsure as to what they represented. Each had his own
interpretation. The first line seemed prominent because of the
letters V" and 'J lifting it from the second line. When the viewer
tried to read these texts, their meaning and the suggestive shapes
of the letters clashed in his mind, as if daunting images were
hiding behind the lines.

Kufic calligraphy fell from favour in the 10" century to be replaced
by the Naskh script. The highly refined and developed Abbassid
society no longer aligned itself with the heavy Kufic letters and
the round, soft shapes of the new calligraphic style used for the
reproduction of the Quran represented the contemporary ideal of
beauty.

The Book of Theriac (Book of Antidotes) by Galen, calligraphy by
Muhamed Ibn Said, 1199, Iraq, Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, France

Some calligraphers wanted to infuse a new spirit into the Kufic
style. They ignored the use of galams that was more appropriate
to the writing of books, drew only the borders of letters with
great suppleness, and then filled them with colour. In this way,
new methods were elaborated to produce these innovative Kufic
scripts. Each Islamic province had its own architectural style
and different calligraphic methods shaped by past local cultural
influences. Kufic scripts in the Al-Zaytuna mosque, for instance,
are very different from those of the mihrab (prayer-niche) in the
great mosque of Cordoba. Here, there was no allowance made
for gaps between the words. The lines, unlike in previous styles,
formed a single uninterrupted block. The Caliph Al-Hakam Il used
his diplomatic influence with the Byzantine Emperor to have him
send a ship of coloured stones and craftsmen to help build this
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spectacular mihrab in Cordoba which still impresses visitors
today. This inventive mosaic calligraphy demonstrated a striking
originality when compared with the stone engravings of the Al-
Zaytuna mosque.

The beauty of Arabic calligraphy evolved with generations of
calligraphers who, with the help of craftsmen, created scripts on
doors, wooden boards, woven silk hangings, on marble and on
glass and metal-ware for everyday use. In all these treatments,
calligraphers altered the letters in proportion to the space and
texture of the materials they needed to adorn. Many examples of
these are exhibited today in museums despite the fact that, at the
time, they were essentially products designed for common daily
use.

Every country has its own aesthetics. In India, for example, large
and tall scripts were engraved in red stone at the Qutub Minar,
whereas the white fagade of the Al-Agmar mosque (both 12t
century) was decorated with small Kufic scripts. Then, in Nishapur,
the same Kufic style acquired a new thin and elegant shape where
calligraphers drew the letters in black on a milky white background.

However, today, what kind of beauty do | want to employ to
present my art in a manner that reflects contemporary life? | think:
‘Look at the natural world all around you. Look at the trees, the
mountains, the desert and the seas. All artists, since the dawn of
time have drawn their inspiration directly from nature.” But what
should | extract from nature? Should it be its essence rather than
its image? Should | contemplate the way plants exist instead of
their visible reality? Certainly! One must access the essence of
forms in nature and get to know their inherent structures: one
tree rises into the air as graceful as a dancer, another draws lines
with its branches as solid and heavy as steel, roses are filled with
colour and brightness and whilst other plants seem frozen to the
ground in grief and sorrow.

All forms that are visible and tangible can become a source of
inspiration for new shapes in calligraphy, as long as some artist
is able to yoke his creative desire to his inspiration and enter that
mysterious realm where the imagined shape takes real form before
his very own eyes using figures that nature herself provides.



| envy poets from the time of Imru’ Al-Qais who have found
answers to these artistic dilemmas in their literary work. After
developing their knowledge of writing poetry, they imbued their
words and images with feeling. We read of the example of the
Chinese calligrapher who never produced the same calligraphy
twice, since he evolved and became more consciously aware with
every passing moment. While some traditional Arab calligraphers
ignore their emotions and continue to draw words in exactly the
same manner as their masters did, hence the sometimes rigid and
artificial appearance of their scripts.

Calligraphy has changed as the world has evolved. The initial
Kufic scripts, up until the 9" century, mirrored the desert landscape
with its strength and simplicity. They evoked, for example, black
goat-hair tents pitched on golden sands, in the open air. However
when civilization flowered in Baghdad in the 8™ century bringing
with it luxurious palaces and gardens, a new calligraphic aesthetic
emerged to reflect this beauty. Arabic calligraphy abandoned its
sober Kufic scripts and embraced more flexible structures, adding
the adornments of branches and leaves.

Another calligraphic trend introduced geometrical forms giving
birth to the geometric Kufic. Moreover, ornamental details were
also added to calligraphic compositions in order to fill the empty
spaces and create a fresh mood, like an eternal garden growing
on the walls. The calligraphy covering the walls of the Alhambra
Palace, in Andalusia, embodies the words of the resident poet,
Ibn Zumruk, who used an undulating Andalusian calligraphy and
engraved his letters in gypsum, opting for warm colours. Elegant,
upright and thinly plaited Kufic letters were drawn on the doors
and above the windows.

In Egypt, the Fatimids’ Kufic calligraphy encompassed rich
branches on a background of leaves. When we contemplate its
words, we feel as though we are wandering in a forest in winter,
a forest made of white gypsum. While in Seljuq manuscripts, the
letters ") “ and * J * were exaggeratedly high and delicate; thus,
the number of lines written per page never went higher than five.
The minaret built by Sultan Mas’ud Il in Ghazni, Afghanistan, in
the 12" century, was stamped with Kufic scripts made of clay with
prominent and elevated words sculpted all around the minaret.
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The calligrapher added some geometrical patterns in the form of
an extension to the letters, and a new form of Kufic was born. It was
an eye-catching calligraphy because the calligrapher extracted
clay from the ground to create a precious masterpiece. Therefore,
when we refer to the ancient Kufic we should be aware of the fact
that it has descendants, succeeding generations of scripts which
evolved over time preserving the same inherent stylistic properties.
Various Kufic scripts later emerged in several countries at different
periods. Sometimes, an additional description was added to them
such as the wooded Kufic, the plaited Kufic, the Kairouani Kufic
or the geometric Kufic. These examples demonstrate how cultural
influences are shaped differently into local and regional variations.

From the 14t century, more daring attempts were made in terms
of aesthetics. In some compositions, words no longer formed lines
but became instead various structures and blocks suspended in
the air like abstract statues. Letters became entwined, following a
meticulous and calculated arrangement that also encompassed
the blank spaces around them. This entangled-letters style was
strongly encouraged, in the beginning, by the Mamluks who
originally arrived as slaves, drawn from the nomadic Turkic tribes
of Asia Minor, and who were then trained as soldiers. Gradually
between the 13" and 16" centuries, in Syria and Egypt, the
Mamluks took over the reins of power.

The Mamluk Sultanate has bequeathed us many elegant
monuments, symbols of an architectural renaissance, inscribed
with calligraphy and ornamentation sculpted in stone. Letters and
words were interlaced, conveying to the viewer’s eye the beauty
of the musical rhythms emanating from them. Musical notes flying
from the straight and proud strokes of the letters ‘! “and ‘ J *,
and other round-shaped letters bequeathed a legacy that they
hoped would last forever. The Mamluk period was also renowned
for its decorative arts with lavishly embossed metalwork scripts
decorating every-day utensils. During this same era, science and
poetry also flourished.

In 1980, | was taking pictures of scripts on Egyptian monuments
for a book | was writing on Arabic calligraphy. Despite the shaky
old stairs | climbed onto the roofs of some of these monuments
as | needed to take close-up photographs of the calligraphy on



the domes. Some of the lines had been wiped away, as they had
stood for centuries, defying the sandstorms that invaded Cairo.
Scripts appeared or vanished before my eyes, leaving faded prints
on the stone. The calligrapher had drawn repeatedly the letters °
I“and * J ‘ nearby on these walls, and positioned the rest of the
letters beneath. As a result, the lines appeared like a forest of high
reeds or trunks of date palms standing harmoniously in groves.
Traces that remained of these ancient scripts revealed the artistic
capabilities and refined tastes of those calligraphers who allowed
these stones to inspire the subtle music of forms that | was still
just able to conjure up and listen to again across the vast spaces
of intervening time.

Beautiful Kufic scripts adorn the upper walls inside Sultan
Hassan’s mosque in Cairo. The vertical and close letters stamped
on the gray marble are enhanced by this solid material which also
confers a unique structure to the words; thus, their forms stand
like a monument. The calligrapher has succeeded in manipulating
the rock-hard material. He has drawn the letters with a timeless,
aesthetic beauty that still delights us today.

If we now refer to the cities of Central Asia such as Samarkand,
Khiva and Bukhara and to the architectural heritage of Iran, Iraq
and Turkey, we must address the Thuluth style that prevailed on
walls and domes, due to its flexibility and ability to adjust to the
spaces assigned to the calligrapher. In order to produce scripts
which wrap around the domes and cover the walls of old mosques,
shrines and schools, the calligrapher had to compose a Thuluth
arrangement based on an invisible geometric background. He
broke the letters and reconstructed them so they could fit into a
specific space. Disregarding the readability of his texts, he was
only interested in words that were purely aesthetic. At the time, it
was considered a very brave initiative, enhancing the calligrapher’s
autonomy in terms of innovation.

In Thuluth scripts, lines are always surrounded by geometric
and floral patterns, a kind of extension of the calligraphy itself.
Sometimes, decorations appear in a variety of colours behind the
scripts increasing the impression of width. New forms of the Arabic
alphabet have appeared in many geographical areas, such as the
Taaliq style, which was fashioned in Iran in the 14" century as a
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consequence, it is said, of a calligrapher’s dream. In his dream, he
saw letters inspired by the shapes of flying ducks and then drew
them on paper: letters emerged in the form of a wing, a stomach or
a beak. The overall appearance was likened to a hanging structure,
hence the appellation ‘Taalik’ which means ‘hanging writing’. This
style of script is still used by calligraphers today. It differs from
preceding styles owing to its unique composition within the space;
thus it requires advanced artistic qualities. To draw the letter * -,
for instance, at the beginning of the line, the calligrapher points the
galam at an angle of 40 degrees moving with a horizontal stroke
towards the left, then bending the galam subtly, ends it at an angle
of 90 degrees to achieve the curve of the letter * o .

Many innovative calligraphic trends were initiated under Ottoman
rule. The most important phase, a stepping-stone for the arts
under the Ottoman State, occurred in the 16" century during
the rule of Suleiman the Magnificent. Sultan Suleiman was an
art enthusiast who, from time to time, would take refuge in his
workshop, escaping the burdens of his reign, to make jewellery
for his wife. He encouraged his favorite calligrapher Ahmad Al-
Qara Hasari, who was renowned for compositions more closely
aligned to visual art than traditional calligraphy. Suleiman himself
went over these scripts many times paying close attention to the
structure of the letters and accurately revised, corrected and
refined them.

This shouldn’t imply though that the outstanding scripts were
only confined to the palaces. During the Eighties, | noticed some
students working in a calligraphy school in Cairo. They were
reproducing remarkable Thuluth scripts on Cairo street-name
boards and headstones. Moreover, the small alleys in old cities
are still covered with stunning calligraphies, indicating the spread
of these refinements beyond the major cities.

On several occasions, whilst travelling with Bedouins in the
Mauritanian desert, we came across families who had carefully
preserved, in their tents, chests containing ancient hand-written
books. They looked after them, carrying the books with them
wherever they went and handing them down from father to son.
Once in a while, they would take them out to look at them, and
although they didn’t understand a word of what was laid out in



front of them, they were fiercely proud of them, as if leafing through
these ancient manuscripts somehow confirmed their cultural
identity and reinforced their family’s links to the past. At the end of
the day, | thought, it is the beauty of these scripts that generates
this wonder, creates respect and engenders this invaluable sense
of self-worth. Perhaps, this healthy exchange with the past that
we still find amongst the Bedouins has somehow become eroded
among modern city dwellers. Wisdom would assume that one
should respect both the ancient and the modern.

Traditional scripts are largely to be seen in museums and covering
the walls of various monuments from Samarkand to Cordoba,
indeed throughout all the countries of the Muslim world. They seem
to display a great deal of liberty and novelty. In central Asia, scripts
were mixed with colours and bricks on minarets, domes and walls.
We do not know if it was the decorative details which inspired
the forms of the scripts or the calligraphies which generated
these ornamentations. However, the viewer is enchanted by the
harmonious combination of these many diverse styles.

At the other end of the Muslim-Arab world, in the Alhambra Palace
in Andalusia, poetical verses written in calligraphy merge with
a background of ornamental details. Letters and floral patterns
combine in abstract images which, despite their small size, tell
numerous stories. The viewer wanders around this palace, lost
in a world of words and flowers, imagining beauty in his own way,
and roaming in a conscious dream that only ends when he again
reaches the palace gates.

While Europe has adopted images for artistic expression, the East
preferred to disregard the appearance of objects in favour of space
and reality, encouraging the viewer to sense the beauty veiled
behind scripts and ornamentations, and to unlock the secrets of
the words and their structures. Thus, through sensory perception,
one could attain the world of knowledge. Two modes of decorations
were used to surround calligraphy; the first represented branches,
leaves and flowers, stylized in a way that matched landscapes and
is always found accompanying the Thuluth style, as this form of
ornamentation is meant to represent the garden of paradise. The
second was the decoration for horizontal lines which intertwine
here and there, leaving star shapes which naturally accompany
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the Kufic script and are meant to suggest the celestial sphere
above.

In the past, these ornamentations were connected to what are
known as ‘magic squares’, and the mathematical calculations
relating to them, which aimed to connect the arts and the
sciences. These were linked to astrology and clairvoyance and
offered, through their intellectual and mystical properties, a more
profound understanding of our shared reality. Muhyi Al-Din lbn
‘Arabi depicted them in the 13" century in the following verse:

‘You are a small grain, but within you lies a vast world.’

After this quick overview of beauty in the ancient world of
calligraphy, | leaf rapidly through the pages of books, reading
some of the comments that were made by writers of other times.

Abu-Bakr Al-Suli (10" century) describes scripts of quality using
these words:

‘A beautiful composition must have well balanced
sections, the 1am’ and ‘alif’ letters are long, its lines
equally divided between ascending and descending
letters, its loops are generously open, one does not
mistake the ‘ra@’ for the ‘ntn’, its leaf is luminous, its ink,
dark black. The eye seizes the image and the mind profits
from its fruits. The balance between the large and the
fine letters must be like that of a necklace. One must feel
the letters move, even though they are fixed.’

Ishaq Ibn Ibrahim depicts one fine calligraphy in the following
terms:

‘What renders calligraphy beautiful, is that it finds a
place in the heart by the jet-black intensity of its ink and
its viscous consistency in the ink-well. The ink is like the
weaver’s cotton; give a skillful weaver bad cotton and all
his subtle skills will be of no use at all.’

Calligraphy generated a great deal of interest in society, which
encouraged the calligrapher to do more research in order



to progress in his art practice. In the past, these techniques
formed part of what was called the ‘profession of calligraphy’
compelling the calligrapher to have a deep knowledge of his
subject. Furthermore, scripts cannot stem from talent, intuition
or improvisation. A calligrapher should be aware of the legacy of
ancient calligraphers and must add some modern influence. In
this way, he builds a bridge between classical and modern scripts.

Another quote from Al-Suli’s book:

‘To perfect calligraphy requires the calligrapher to be
capable of estimating the lengths of letters and words,
so as not to cut a word at the end of a line nor embellish a
word unnecessarily. It is frowned upon to use two styles
of writing in the same line. It>s as though you were to mix
several different metres in a single verse of poetry, or
if you mixed classical and colloquial speech. The most
beautiful calligraphies are in the Muhaqqaq style, with its
rounded letters and the ‘sad’ and the ‘ta’ fully opened.’

Arabic calligraphy draws inspiration from nature without
imitating it. It is directly linked to its geometrical and rhythmical
properties, in accordance with the ‘virtuous proportions’ and
proper measurements. Scripts are also influenced by architectural
structures which reflect the rhythms of music. The standard of
beauty was, at the time, everything that pleased the heart and
stimulated its feelings. In order to attain beauty, a calligrapher
would charge the letters with visual energy by paying attention
to the width on wall scripts and through the variety of colours or
the soft lines he applied next to wide letters in order to create an
impression of depth. He also insisted on brightness in the scripts’
substance by letting some light permeate through black or brown
ink on paper, glazed ceramic, alabaster and various metals.

And now, how can we define this beauty and harmony in Arabic
calligraphy? How did this fascination for balance and harmony
arise?

Some say that the term ‘beauty’ derives from the word for the
‘camel’, and why not? A camel walking freely in the desert inspires
beauty: its pleasant appearance, the various colours of its coat
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and its rhythmic pace, either slow or swift. From a utilitarian point
of view, the Arabs would never have penetrated the desert without
the camel. It is a patient animal resistant to heat and thirst, and
truly is man’s friend. When the caravan moves through the desert,
we gaze towards the horizon where the camels form a long line so
similar to the Al-Diwani Jali style of calligraphy.

When the calligrapher holds his pen to draw strokes on white
paper, he deals with the endless order of space. In order to fill that
space with letters and words, he must take careful steps to sense
and to face the unexpected; and however much he knows about
letters, the actual attainment of beauty always remains uncertain.

As | see it now, the beauty of calligraphy records an enduring
visible mark of one man’s intense experience at a particular time.
Whereas in previous centuries, the calligrapher was obliged to
begin by imitating his master’s style and would only be able to
experience his own capabilities by practising the letters separately
and by himself. After hours of continuous exercise, he would stop
and postpone his work to some other day, saying that he was failing
to draw the letters as he had imagined them to be. The ancient
calligrapher thus explored the standards of perfection and beauty
in the letters, based on what he had been taught. He rejected
the interference of his own feelings in the calligraphic process.
He carried on from day to day, imitating the scripts of renowned
calligraphers of the past. Then, once he became convinced of
his own ability to draw the letters as he should, he would start to
produce scripts striving to create a harmony between the letters,
the words and all the parts which would join, in the end, to form a
single composition.

| suppose that calligraphy can follow many trends. We should,
therefore, respect old techniques and the tenets of those past
theories, knowing that any competence should be encouraged
today now that there are so few master calligraphers left.

However, | would like to add to my modern scripts the expressive
aspect of the visual arts, allowing the inner voice to speak. When
the heart is peaceful, the words will be clear and when the heart is
heavy, the words will be grave, yet still remarkable, provided they
are sincere. The presence of those feelings recorded in my artwork



helps me to understand myself. These personal sentiments,
being common to the group of people to which | belong, will be
understood by others and act as a shared way of exploring the
human soul through calligraphy. In this way, we can create a new
trend within Arabic calligraphy.

This fusion between movement and feelings may produce totally
unexpected results, but sometimes the unexpected can transform
and later on become what is expected; the essence of which,
though it cannot be predicted at the start, might still prefigure that
which is most needed.

The beauty of calligraphy is one of the main artistic drives in
society. The Caliph Al-Ma’mu evoked this idea while examining an
official manuscript written in scripts:

‘The galam weaves the ornaments of the kingdom,
embroiders the distant borders of the state and
straightens the banners of the Caliphate. Calligraphy is
the cradle of science and the heart of understanding. It is
the very art of wisdom.’

This beauty did not arise accidentally, but resulted from the
accumulation of research, experiments and exercises done by
many generations of calligraphers. Calligraphy is complex and
requires rigorous efforts. It is subject to specific rules that must
be respected unless the calligrapher wishes to introduce new
creations for a fitting evolution of his artistic production.

Beauty in the past was also achieved because of the existence of
objective criticism, and we have many technical and literary texts
referring to the complexity of ever producing beauty in calligraphy
as with this quote by Al-Mazrabani in the 10™ century:

‘Calligraphy is a complex puzzle and a difficult trade to
follow; if it is pretty it becomes weak, if solid it will be
too heavy; if it is large it will be too dry, if it is fine it
will become fragile; if it is rounded it becomes too thick.
There is no calligraphy that manages to combine all
these good qualities - unless it be that rare exception.’
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Al-Mazrabani is probably right. Ideal beauty doesn’t exist in
calligraphy, but each style encompasses fragments of that most
difficult to achieve and rare exception that is true beauty.

So, finally, what is beauty? The truth | feel while writing these
words is that after acquainting myself with classical calligraphy
I must forget all that | have learned whilst attempting to create
contemporary calligraphy. Only then will | reach my own truth. In
order to express my feelings, knowledge must be kept at a certain
distance, so as to open the door to welcome fresh ideas. If | want
my scripts to reflect the present moment, as well as the precision
and perfection that | seek, | must draw them quickly and fill each
space with significant inspiration for the viewer.

Only an experienced eye knows how to appraise beauty, and no
machine in the world can assess the value of beauty in a work
of art. There is no doubt that some will feel apprehensive about
this novel approach because they consider it unfamiliar. As with
any innovation, however, acceptance takes time. But over time,
change becomes a part of tradition, and waits for other creators
to arrive who will add their own stylistic innovations to the ongoing
journey of the calligraphic tradition.

Finally, | think | have managed to find, in this inspirational quotation
of Khalil Gibran, an image of beauty in contemporary writing. Here
Gibran is not speaking of calligraphy precisely, but of the beauty
of the poetic image itself. His passage is a painting in its own right,
conveying that state of mind with which one contemplates nature
with all its sufferings and aspirations. It is a text which holds the
past, the present and the future cupped in the palm of its hand.
It could, perhaps, be a vision for the future of Arabic calligraphy.

‘... an infinite space and a sea without a shore, an
everlasting fire, an unquenchable light, a calm wind or
a raging tempest, a thundering sky or a rainy heaven,
a singing brook or a wailing rivulet, a tree abloom in
spring, or a naked sapling in autumn, a rising mountain
or a descending valley, a fertile plain or a desert.’



WORKS ON
CANVAS

QOil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm, 2010-2011




Perhaps despair itself might lead us towards hope ools JLo¥I e gyl il L,
Ibn Zaydun (1003 — 1071) $OS e gl oy a0 - (g5 o




£

i a1y
'-..-'-;'_r._'_r!-







Knowledge nurtures the man who does not have a high position. Lo ol - 280 o 00 JS 2 el
Avicenna (c. 980 - 1037)







Trusting is an act of courage. dcleidl Sle Juds 4230 M)
Marie von Ebner Eschenbach (1810 - 1916) Elobvanl yil ygd (5)lo duglanailf du5LSH
e gawlsll oyl




| .'5. i’;. i

T L r2%

The good and the beautiful unify men; the bad and the ugly divide them. Jdl g plee Jledly puud)
Count Leo Tolstoy (1828 — 1910) $oiantes - @gildyay peally piulf

116



F=

L

——r

pograr oy S e

p L

e

¥ B -
A
ETy S

S e

whibi kot g
- il
: 7'II_-|'II'|"‘IJ'|

N 5

x = Sy [ . o -

1



=\

If  am made of earth, this latter is my country in its entirety, ¢ LglS8 G5 o Slusl plLS 13
and all of humanity are my brothers. ouldl pdlell JSo
Al-Siquili (c 930 - 992) gl e oold )2l - Laall Cpell oo




Travel if you wish to make something of yourself. lya jlad Mgl jhaw 1ad el Lo 3] pélaw
Only by travelling through the heavens does the crescent become the full moon. oubIE ol ¥
Ibn Kalakis (1138 — 1171)




Earth is my country and humanity my family. gl dpibasi¥ly Silog j2,¥)
Kahlil Gibran (1883 - 1931) Ol Sl ol







Travel if you wish to make something of yourself. 1y )lad Mgl )l fjad el Lo 131 y8law
Only by travelling through the heavens does the crescent become the full moon. b Gl ¥
Ibn Kalakis (1138 — 1171)

122



a3

W
o




P -
s S
o
- _: -

-'|-\_'- '\I- E

- 2 » .y

= T

bt

- ; T == .

- - ﬁ‘ﬁ

B g
- e ey
- s 1




Will my heart become a tree laden heavily with fruit that | can pick and give to others? Jbedlly dlsls> Bynls ury u—‘J"-”
Kahlil Gibran (1883-1931) olyer Juls ol - oy @gd Lgio cidadl ;S




What problems have ever been solved by never having ever been raised? LS Loliiad dal> o @S
Arabic saying e Jio




Development is not about having more but about being more. Mo gl pj.&.‘“.ll ¥
Mahatman Ghandi (1869 - 1948) goile - glashy el Ll

127



o

STl i g
rait:
Ly
the

§ £-'F

. A3

& ne e
fnfe

- 1S T e
Ii'.:.ll'li L ay
oy =

Tid s,
[ B i

W~ T

= OF r

Ty

> A '
P

(1 i W




..Ili‘_ll" ‘-..I-'
s
VLA

=

v e e [P ';.*w
]‘lj;_.ﬂ_ﬁa- |1~; *~.

Perhaps despair itself might lead us towards hope ovly JLe¥1 e g1 o, G Le,
Ibn Zayddn (1003 — 1071) Ml e ol 8l - 99y !




Sl btons B LM b s e tifl sl aetemns o

I_:I:r?

You fled to the desert on the wings of the heart; the desert is lost in the realm of your heart. el dsinly glyanll b ©ags
Rumi (1207 - 1273) LB gLl b A5 el 0
@l e SO 0,80 oag, praadl SO




Look at the stars lighting up the sky, not one of them stays in the same place! slamadl g puins Sl poanidl I A
Seneca (4 BC - 65 AD) g LSS p3ls Basfg pale
cliw gJLog)." u,.JLS_“







This day will never again be repeated; each instant is an inestimable jewel. A pgy asliin¥ pgol ia
Takuan (1573 - 1645) 0198 B - poi5¥ Bymg> o dlad SISy

133



Earth doesn’t belong to Man; it is man who belongs to the Earth. Olaid ages¥ ()X
Chief Seattle (1780 — 1866) 020 a9y lus¥l Lél
(S0l 29t (0 Jilass




et —

L T

b Tgfmat bl et f| daf %

=

Jod dad pels Loaicy
Ol Juls ol - 392l glaiw L

When you have reached the mountain-top, then you shall begin to climb.

Kahlil Gibran (1883 - 1931)

135



Time is like a dream, all its misfortunes and favours are unintentional. aceily olwggy canlallS yauils
Therefore, neither praise nor reproach it. @b ¥g a0l Mo sund 5l g0
Abu Hassan Al-Touhami (12th century) golgall paudf oo




Travel if you wish to make something of yourself. A slad Mgl s jad et Lo 13 polaw
Only by travelling through the heavens does the crescent become the full moon. ouBME (5 ¥l
Ibn Kalakis (1138 — 1171)




138



139



The Wounded Lioness Assyrian plague, British Museum, London.
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The suffering of this lioness has always called out to me.
This suffering was the inspiration for a series of calligraphic
pieces which reformed the words of the Andalusian poet Ibn
Al-Hassan Mutrif. ‘Iraq nourished me with love from her breast;
but Baghdad seduced me with a single glance.’
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Fig. 22. My childhood memories always revolve around the dream-like landscapes of the desert. | was asked to run calligraphy workshops in the desert, which | have continued to do for more than ten
years: in Mauritania, Morocco and Algeria. Returning to these peaceful scenes reminiscent of my childhood has given me many moments of real pleasure.

Fig. 23. At sunset we would make the most of the raking light by drawing calligraphy in the sand.

Fig. 24. Although the workshops focussed on traditional calligraphic techniques using galams and ink on paper, | can never resist the temptation to create ephemeral calligraphies in the sand. These
are rapidly effaced by the desert winds.

Fig. 25. The word Desert written in the sand.

Fig. 26. Before each lesson | carry out a series of traditional calligraphic exercises.
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41 — The regular experience of calligraphing in public onstage, since 1972 has given my calligraphy a certain ease and freedom.

42a 42b 42c — On stage in Metaphor with Kudsi Erguner and the dancer/choreographer Carolyn Carlson. | calligraphed on stage following the dancers movements.
Istanbul en 2005, as part of the 33rd International Festival of Music taking place in the St. Irene Church — historic monument puis @ Rome et dans plusieurs villes
de France.
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ADD ARABIC CAPTIONS OR DUMP
COMPLETELY BECAUSE OF IMAGE QUALITY

43 — Ballet Selim with Kader Belarbi major
ballet star in the Parisian world — and

the Algerian singer Houria Aichi with my
calligraphies projected behind.

44 — Calligraphie done during the
singing of Ahmed Ben Diab with the
(Indian) dancer Katia Legeret also
onstage. Milan 2007
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The good and the beautiful unify men; the bad and the ugly divide them. Je oo pleeag Jledly pund]
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The tree is known by its fruit, not by its roots. Lo )9 X LgigSlay 8)indl oy23
Spanish saying bl Jio
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More noble than pearl or coral is the gesture of one man towards another man. obsily plasdl )T Glarog )3 oo crases!
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What did your eyes say to my heart that made it reply to them so? $rgiall - SLlalé Slal e aslls sidlo
Al Senoberi (10th century)
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The origins of freedom lie in courage.
Pericles (495 — 429 BC)
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The heart perceives that which the sight cannot see. el Eyau¥lo Eyay il
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| encounter moments of despair that kill me, then hope smiles upon me and revives me
Majnoun Laila (7th century)
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He who doesn’t progress each day regresses each day.
Confucius (551 - 479 BC)
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It is better to light a little lantern than to rail against the darkness. clallall s cuass of Joy
Chinese saying e it = o Loluas Johl
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More noble than pearl or coral is the gesture of one man towards another man. by olast 57 gloag 53 o rase!
Ibn Al-Habbab (8th century) SO olidl oyall - Gldl ool ddly

223






Beauty will save the world. Sudguiaws - gllell daiw Jled)
Fydor Dostoyevsky (1821 - 1881)
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If | am made of earth, this latter is my country in its entirety, ¢ LglS8 G5 o Slusl plS 13
and all of humanity are my brothers. ool pdlell JSg
Arabic saying g e gald) o2l - Laadl ipeldl o
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Earth doesn’t belong to Man; it is man who belongs to the Earth. Ol 2923 (X1
Chief Seattle (1780 — 1866) o2y g2y launs¥ Lél
LSl 9o o Jobesw

229






bt Laes

The East and West are ever in search of each other, and must eventually meet ylly Gyl asiity ¥
Rabindranath Tagore (1861 — 1941) Jolo - Leazly of su¥g 5% Laaas]
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Time rushes and then rushes back again. Life, how sweet it is, and yet how bitter. 709 gl el )i 20yl
Al-Aqilli (12th century) Ml LI ol - ldell iyl
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A thing of beauty is a joy forever. 09 ol e lly 9 a0 yaudl
John Keats (19th century) Ml LI ol - ldell iyl
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The heart perceives that which the sight cannot see. radl dya¥le dyay clall
Al Hassan lbn Ali Al-Qadi (10th century) oladl e g pand]
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Time rushes and then rushes back again. Life, how sweet it is, and yet how bitter. 09 ol Girelly )39 20 you]l
Al-Aqilli (12th century) Ml LI ol - ldell iyl
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Increase my bewilderment, out of sheer love for thee!’
Ibn Al-Faridh (13th century)
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Wisdom
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With a strong will, one can go through rocks oS oSl - bl jodl §pas0 of S dygadl derelly
Aleksis Kivi (1834-1972)
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Love is a flower that is slow to blossom. Jbm i slanyX¥l diidny By .
Gentil Bernard (1708 -1771)
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Without hope it is impossible to find the unexpected. J45aM1 A Jguogdl Se¥ Jo¥T (y9as
Heraclitus (c. 535 - 475 BCE) ol Sl
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4.4

When you have reached the mountain-top, then you shall begin to climb. Jd) dad gl Loaicy
Kahlil Gibran (1883 - 1931) ol Jals ol — 32l pglaiww Lel
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Knowledge nurtures the man who does not have a high position. Lo gl = 2 o 0 US 28 oty
Avicenna (c. 980 - 1037)
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ABOUT ABU DHABI FESTIVAL

Held under the patronage of H.H. General Sheikh Mohammed bin

Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme
Commander of the UAE Armed Forces, The Abu Dhabi Festival is the
UAE’s premiere classical arts event, attracting high calibre regional and
international artists to the capital every year. Through comprehensive
educational and community programs, the festival brings together artists,
students, community groups and cultural organizations from across the
UAE.

ABOUT ABU DHABI
MUSIC & ARTS FOUNDATION

The Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation seeks to nurture the arts,
education, culture and creativity for the benefit of society and the
advancement of Abu Dhabi’s cultural vision. Established in 1996, the
Foundation is a not-for-profit organization under the patronage of His
Excellency Sheikh Nahyan Mubarak Al Nahyan, Minister of Higher
Education and Scientific Research, ADMAF Patron and President.
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ABU DHABI FESTIVAL FOUNDER
& ARTISTIC DIRECTOR

H.E. Hoda Al Khamis Kanoo

ADMAF ADVISORY BOARD
H.E. Sagr Ghobash Saeed Ghobash
H.E. Khaldoon Al Mubarak

H.E. Zaki Anwar Nusseibeh

H.E. Mohammed Khalaf Al Mazrouei
H.E. Noura Al Kaabi

H.E. Razan Al Mubarak

H.E. Reem Al Shemari Prinzessin
Irina zu Sayn-Wittgenstein-Berleburg
Mr. lan Stoutzker OBE

Mr. Terence D. Allen

Mr. Saeed Al Balushi

Mr. Salem Brahimi

Mrs. Mary Corrado

Mr. Bashir Al Haskouri

Dr. Frauke Heard-Bey

Mr. Mohamed A. L. Kanoo Dr. Shaikha Al Maskari
Mrs. Zahra Al Masood

LEGAL COUNSEL

Mr. Raymond Mouracade, Jurisgulf



AKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABU DHABI FESTIVAL

SPECIAL THANKS

H.H. General Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi

Deputy Supreme Commander of the UAE Armed Forces
H.E. Sheikh Nahyan Mubarak Al Nahyan

Minister of Higher Education & Scientific Research President and Patron,

Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation (ADMAF)

H.E. Sheikh Sultan bin Tahnoon Al Nahyan

Chairman of Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture and Heritage (ADACH)

ADAMAF HONOURABLE PATRONS

H.H. Sheikha Shamsa bint Hamdan Al Nahyan and
H.H. Sheikha Sheikha bint Saif Al Nahyan

ABU DHABI FESTIVAL MAIN SPONSOR:

A
aJal L o
MUBADALA
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19" March - 15" April 2012
www.abudhabifestival.ae

ABU DHABI FESTIVAL

Ui lJlgdoldill u_JJog_JICch_og_o
Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
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