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THE BIRTH OF PALAEOGRAPHY

M. B. de Montfaucon, Palaeographia Graeca, 1708Jean Mabillon, De re diplomatica, 1681

“[Latin palaeography] 

intended to provide an 

understanding of handwriting 

and to introduce the reader to 

the history of script as part of 

the history of the book in 

Roman antiquity and in the 

middle ages.”

Bischoff, Latin Palaeography, 

1990, p. 3. 
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from Greek, παλαιός, palaiós, "old", and γράφειν, gráphein, "to write"

ʻPalaeography is the science of deciphering and 

determining the date of ancient documents or systems 

of writing. Arabic palaeography is the study of the 

development of Arabic script through time and place.ʼ

(Sijpesteijn, Paleography, 2008, p. 613)

Palaeographer’s tasks: 

Deciphering

Dating documents/writing

Locating

documents/writing

PALAEOGRAPHY

Latin & Greek

Palaeography

Arabic Palaeography: A 

younger field of study with 

a huge corpus, still

struggling in its evolution

into a discipline.

The uniqueness of every

manuscript should no lead to 

an impressionistic approach. 

We need to define an 

intelligent standard approach

to describe its features (and 

share them with others). 4



Deciphering: it is a 

peculiar exercise which

requires to focus on the 

forms, trying to identify

the grapheme, without

‘reading’ the word. 

ARABIC PALEOGRAPHY

Attention for the features 

that mark the development

of Arabic script in the 

course of time

Palaeographer’s tasks: 

Deciphering

Dating documents/writing

Locating documents/writing

Attention for the features 

that mark regional

development of Arabic

script across the Arabo-

Islamic world. 
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Palaeography borders and partially overlaps with other disciplines: 

PALEOGRAPHY IN CONTEXT

Epigraphy

The study of 

inscriptions

and epigraphs

Calligraphy

A form of 

visual art 

related to 

writing

Diplomatic

Study and 

critical analysis 

of [chancery] 

documents

THE HEROES OF ARABIC SCRIPT

Ibn Muqla

‘Father’ of the 

proportioned script, 

4th/10th cent. A short 

treatise on calligraphy is 

attributed to him. His pen’s 

nib was cut straight.

Yāqūt al-Mustaʿsịmī

Celebrated for his mastery in the 

six pens, 7th/13th cent.

Many of the works attributed to 

him seem to be forgeries. 

He changed the nib’s cut into

oblique.  

Ibn al-Bawwāb

Canonization of 

proportioned script, 

5th/11th cent. His short 

poem on the khatṭ has

been largely

commented upon.

Numismatics

The study of 

currency 

(coins, token, 

medals, etc.)
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ABOUT TERMINOLOGY

Script (khaṭṭ)
The ideal model the 

scribe/copyist has in 

mind while writing

Hand

Is the actual result of 

the writing on the 

page

Ductus (rasm)

General shape of 

letters or the distinctive

way in which the 

strokes are traced

Aspect

The general appearance of 

the hand (tendency

towards angularity or 

roundness)
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PROPORTIONED SCRIPT – IBN MUQLA

(khaṭṭ mansūb, kitāba mansūba, aqlām mansūba)  

14 primary letter forms

Vowel signs

Dots & ihmāl

The proportionality is

determined by the rhombic

dot produced by the calamus

(and each calamus has a 

different one), while the alif

enclosed in a circle as its

diameter represents the unit

of measure.  Example of proportional rendering of the script

Source: MET Museum 8



A NOTE ON THE PEN (QALAM)

The reed pen and its parts

Source: Grohmann, Arabische Paläographie I (1967), p. 120. 9

A set of ten reed pens for sale on Ebay for a few GBP



PROPORTIONED SCRIPT – TYPE DESIGN

Type design is strongly related to calligraphy

Source: Smitshuijzen, Arabic Font Specimen Book, 2009, p. 19. 10



Technical terminology for palaegraphical analysis

Source: Gacek, Vademecum, 2009, p. 142
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MAIN STAGES IN THE HISTORY OF ARABIC SCRIPT

- 1st/7th century: Ḥijāzī

- 1st-3rd/7th-10th century: other forms of ‘(Early) Abbasid’ script (also known as ‘Kufic’)

- early scripts of documents on papyrus and paper

Script reform, ninth century: new style, round script

- c. 1000 CE al-Aqlām al-Sitta, the ‘six writing styles’

- Naskh and Thuluth (book hands) Muhạqqaq and Rayḥān (ornamental scripts, mostly used for copying 

Qur’ans), Tawqīʿ and Riqāʿ (chancery scripts).

-- Naskh (book hand), many forms in many regions.

-- ‘Maghrībī’ (large and rather vague umbrella)

Andalusian-

Sūdānī etc.

-- Taʿlīq, Nastaʿlīq, Shikasta (Persian world)

-- Bihārī (India), and more (Chinese, South-East Asia, etc.)

- Present day: Ruqʿa (Arab world, Middle East) 12

REGIONAL STYLES



ḤIJĀZĪ SCRIPT

Qur’an 8:1-2 

Leaning script (māʾil) with the letters 

slanting to the right, associated to a 

standing format, without punctuation, 

without vowels, with interpunction.

Often the alif has a foot hooked to the 

right. 

Paris, BnF, Arabe 328a, f. 40a

Source: Gallica.bnf.fr
13

Marijn van Putten, Quranic Arabic. 

From its Hijazi origins to its Classical 

Reading Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2022)



ABBASID SCRIPT

Mostly used to copy the Qur’an, 

associated with oblong formats.

Thick letter forms with horizontal 

elongation, vertical upstrokes 

perpendicular to the base line, few 

descendants, no head-serif. 

Often with polychrome vocalization

Qur’an on parchment (13:11-12), end 9th or beginning 10th century. Incidental use of vowels. Source: 

Paris, BnF, Arabe 333, f. 35b. Source: Gallica.bnf.fr
14



VOWEL NOTATION

The invention of the vowel notation (Iʿrāb) is by tradition attributed to the grammarian Abū al-

Aswad al-Duʾalī (d. 69/688). Abū al-Aswad is quoted speaking to the Umayyad governor Ziyād b. 

Abihi. 

Legend apart, its origin is related to the need to disambiguate written Arabic. 

‘… I have in mind to begin with the Iʿrāb of the Qurʾān, so send me thirty men.’ Ziyād brought him 

thirty men. Abū al-Aswad choose ten from their midst. Then he continued the selection, till finally 
he choose one man, from ʿAbd al-Qays. He said: ‘Take the Muṣḥaf and a dye (Ṣibgh) that is of a 

colour different from that of the ink. When I open my lips with the sound a, write one dot on top of 

the letter, when I pronounce a u write a dot next to the letter, and when I say i write a dot 

underneath the letter, and when I lengthen something of these vowels, by way of humming 
(ghunna), write two dots.’ He began with the Muṣḥaf till he arrived at the end, and then he 

compiled the compendium devoted to the subject.

(Source: al-Dānī, al-Muḥkam fī Naqṭ al-Maṣāḥif, p. 4).
15



VOWEL NOTATION I

The earliest diacritical marks are signs in the shape 

of little strokes, which were used in order to 

disambiguate homographs.

The Nuqqāt or Munaqqitūn,  ‘the dotters’, were those 

(Qur’anic) scholars who performed Naqt or Tanqīt, 

adding marks, by usually (but not always) writing dots. 

Assumed date of the example: 3rd/9th century, tanqīt

possibly done by the copyist.

Source: MS Leiden, Or. 14.545a, f. 1a
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VOWEL NOTATION II

The Nāqiṭ/Munaqqiṭ at work with diacritics 

(little strokes) added to disambiguate the 

homographs. 

Also visible a mark of ihmāl, indicating 

absence of dots over the sīn, and also a 
hamza. The Tanqīṭ and Ihmāl are almost 

certainly of later date. 

Assumed date: 3rd/9th century or later. MS 

London, Khalili, KFQ1, recto. 

Source: Déroche, Abbasid tradition, No. 27.

17

Qur ’an 51:37-38

يَن يَخَ  لَّذِّ اْْلَلِّيَم افُوَن اْلعََذابَ آيَةً ل ِّ

ْرَسْلنَاهُ إِّ َوفِّي ُموَسى إِّْذ أَ {*}



VOWEL NOTATION III

One or two ‘dotters’ at work with diacritics in the 

form of little strokes to differentiate the 

homographs. 

Early attestation of ihmāl, differentiating the `ayn

and the rā’. 
Assumed date: 3rd/9th century. The Tanqīṭ and 

Ihmāl seem to be of later date. MS London, Khalili, 

KFQ84, recto. 

Source: Déroche, Abbasid tradition, No. 19.
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Qur’an 34:43 

َّلا َوقَالُوا َما َهذَا إ  َن يَْعبُدُ آبَاُؤُكمْ 

ْفتًَرى َوقَ  يَن كَ إ ْفٌك مُّ فَُروا اَل الاذ 

ا َجاءهُ  ْم إ ْن َهذَا إ َّلا ل ْلَحق   لَما

ب يٌن  ْحٌر مُّ َما آتَْينَاوَ {*}س 



IHMĀL (‘THE NEGLECT’)

The letters that belong to the same group are distinguished by the presence or absence of dots, 

written above or underneath the ductus (rasm).

The alif, mīm, wāw and hāʾ do not really constitute a group and do not need ihmāl signs. 

Writing such dots is called iʿǧām, ʻto provide with a diacritical pointʼ. 

Not writing such dots is called ihmāl, ʻto neglectʼ, ʻto omitʼ, ʻnot-providing with dotsʼ.

In a set of possibilities, each copyist will provide the letters without dot with ihmāl signs. 

Like in the case of vowel notation, ihmāl signs are elements in the repertoire of the calligrapher. 
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IHMĀL I

Ibn al-Bawwâb 

Qur’an

MS Dublin, K 16, 

f. 5a→

←MS Istanbul, 

Sehid Ali Pasha 

2096, f. 126r
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IHMĀL II

Title in Neo-Abbasid script with signs of ihmāl from a copy of al-Bīrūnī’s Chronology, probably to 

assist in the reading of this very script, the main text in nask ha no ihmāl sign.

MS Paris BnF 1489, f. 78v. Source: Gallica.bnf.fr 
21



‘THE SIX PENS’

Book hands

Ornamental scripts, mostly used for 

copying the Qur’an

Chancery scripts

22



The bookhand par excellence

Emerged between the 4th/10th and 

5th/11th centuries and later developed

in many regional variants (from the 

7th/13th cent. onwards)

Round script with clearly defined letters

Thuluth is used as contrasting script in book 

production (headings, colophon, etc.)

NASKH

23
MS Leipzig Vollers 770, f. 2v

Source: Refaya Project

* Ghubār script is the smallest curvilinear script, 

used for pigeon post and secret messages, it 

also became the script for micrography



MICROGRAPHY

Micrography has the practical advantage of saving space and 

writing surface, for this reason it probably developed from 

pigeon post and secret messages. Later it was used for 

Qur’ans, amulets, and calligraphy. 

The script of micrography is the Ghubār script, the smallet

round/curvilinear script. 

Talismanic shirt to be worn

unde the armour in battle

(15th-16th cent.)

Source: MET Museum
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Ancient chancery script, also 

used for book titles and 

chapter headings

Pronounced curvilinear features

With serif

Most of the descenders are 

curled

Many assimilated or contracted 

letter forms

THULUTH

25

Thuluth in gold with black 

outline, 13th cent. Qur ’an 

Source: MET Museum

Accession Number: 24.146.1



MS Istanbul Sehid Ali Pasha 2096, 

f. 1r and 126r

‘Book of the useful properties of 

animal parts’

Thuluth used as contrasting script in book production
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Tile from a freize, 13th cent. (above)

Tray made for the Rasulid sultan in the early 14th 

cent. (below) 

Source: MET Museum

Mosque Lamp of Amir Qawsun, ca. 1329–35

Dedication around the neck, Qur’an 24:35 around the body

Source: MET Museum

27

THULUTH ON OBJECTS



Colophon from the 28th volume of a Qur’an, the three 

lines in black muhạqqaq mention the name of its 

prestigious copyist. 

The text in broken cursive/neo-Kufic/Neo-Abbasid the 

two panels at the top and at the bottom mentions 

Baghdad and the year 707/1307-08

Source: MET Museum

MUḤAQQAQ

28

Serifed script with the head-serif sloping to the right

Great variety of serifs

Flattened ending of most descenders, the contrast with ‘curled’ 

descenders is the best way to differentiate it from thuluth



RAYḤĀN

Basically the same features of 

the muḥaqqaq script, just 

smaller and thinner

Bifolium from a Qur'an in 

Rayḥān script, c. 1335, ink, 

opaque pigment, and gold on 

paper, private collection.

Bifolium from a Qur'an in Rayḥān Script, c. 1335, ink, opaque pigment, and gold on paper, 

private collection. Source: Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 29



TAWQĪʿ

Smaller version of the thuluth script, characterized by an 

even more liberal use of hairlines. 

Shows ‘unhortodox’ ligatures

Kitāb al-kawākib al-durriyya, better known as Qaṣīdat al-

Burda, by al-Būṣīrī (d. 1294)

Colophon with name of the scribe (Muḥammad al-

Tabrīzī) and year (767/1366)

MS Baltimore Walters Museum W581, f. 37r

Source: The Walters Art Museum
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Colophon with name of the 

scribe and year 

(767/1366)

←Tawqīʿ

Naskh & Thuluth →

MS Baltimore Walters 

Museum W581, f. 28v and 

37r

Source: The Walters Art 

Museum

31



RIQĀʿ

Smaller, finer, more ligature and more 

curvilinear than tawqīʿ

The use of serif is optional

The alif may be slightly inclined to the right

Not easy to distinguish it from the tawqīʿ

Colophon in riqāʾ script by Ḥamd Allāh al-Amāsī, TSM E.H. 2086

Source: Gacek, Vademecum, 2009
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“This exuberant folio (Qur’an, 18:77-80) originally marked 

the beginning of the 16th juz’ of the Qur’an, as also 

specified by the inscription found in the lobed cartouches 

located in the upper third of the page.

A striking blue frame with scrolling arabesques and drop-

shaped medallions encases the text block, which is 

organized in bands of different width, and colour copied in 

three distinct Arabic scripts: naskh, thuluth and tawqīʿ.”

Source: Bodleian Library, University of Oxford (Access no 

EA2012.71) Iran 888/1483
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‘MAGHRĪBĪ’

- The final alif is drawn from top to bottom
- the stem (alif, lām, lām-alif, ṭāʾ, ẓāʾ) have a 

serif/club-like extension to the left of their top 

point
- the loop of ṣād and ḍād is identical with that of ṭāʾ

and ẓāʾ: there is no ‘tooth’

- the stem of ṭāʾ and ẓāʾ is drawn diagonally

- qāf and fāʾ have unconventional diacritical points: 

one on top of the qāf, one below the fāʾ

- final and separate dāl and dhāl are very similar to 

initial and medial kāf

It is a general name for a host of scrips 

(including Andalusī and Sūdānī) used in 

the Islamic West (Islamic Spain, North 

Africa) and sub-Saharan West Africa. 

34

A fragment from al-Suyūṭī (d. 1505), 18th-19th cent. 

MS Bzummār Our Lady of Bzummār Convent Ar. 238

HMML Proj. Num. BzAr 00238 

Source: VHMML



THULUTH MAGHRĪBĪ

Dalāʼil al-khayrāt, 13th/19th cent. 

MS Collegeville Saint John’s 

University, Kacmarcik 26 

Source: VHMML

Book of prayers, 12th/18th cent.?, Dhakhīrat al-

muḥtāj fī al-ṣalāh

MS Jerusalem, Āl Budeiry 321, f. 1v 

Source: VHMML
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- Alif and lām have a top serif to the right 

instead of to the left

- the final alif is drawn from bottom to 

top

- the ṭāʾ and ẓāʾ have a vertical stem 

instead of a diagonal one

- the kāf has a flag-like top stroke, and 

often a serif at the top of the stem

- unconnected dāl, initial and final sīn

and bāʾ have serifs too

- the lām-alif group has a peculiar shape 

and serifs to the right

- the diacritical points of fāʾ and qāf may 

be placed in the conventional way



‘MAGHRĪBĪ ‘ / ANDALUSĪ SCRIBAL HANDS

MS Istanbul Saray Ahmet 2083, f. 194v

MS Florence BML Or. 193, f. 163v

MS Escorial 793, f. 51r MS Escorial 794, f. 139v 36



MS Istanbul Saray Ahmet 2083, f. 194v

MS Florence BML Or. 193, f. 163v

MS Escorial 793, f. 51r

MS Escorial 794, f. 139v
37



‘SŪDĀNĪ’ (WEST AFRICA)

General and rather generic label for 

the scripts employed in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (Western Sudan). 

It derives from the Maghrībī script, but 

one may detect other influences. 

One may detect a certain irregularity 

of the strokes in length and thickness.

Under this vague umbrella, there are 

many different calligraphic styles: 

Suqi

Sahrawi

Hausawi

Etc.
38

Qur’an on paper, Nigeria second half 18th cent. 

MS Collegeville Arca Artium Kacmarcik Ms, f. 294v-295r

HMML Proj. Num. AARB 00272.

Source: VHMML



Collection of devotional

texts, largely derived from 

the tradition of the Dalāʼil al-

khayrāt

Allahumma innī fa-asʾaluka
yā Allāh yā Allāh yā Ḥayy yā

Qayyūm

MS Paris BnF Arabe 6869, f. 137r

Source: Gallica.bnf.fr
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Timbuktu is one of the most

important posts of book 

culture in West Africa. 

Lunar calendar from 

Timbuktu, Aboubacar Bin 

Said Library

HMML Proj. Num. SAV ABS 

06030

40



Another witness to this lunar

calendar circulating together

with a copy of the Dalāʼil al-

khayrāt

MS Paris BnF Arabe 5619, f. 

176v-177r

Source: Gallica.bnf.fr
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Letter from al-Muṣtafá ibn Bāba to Qāḍī

Aḥmad Bāba asking to enroll his son in 

the French madrasa in Timbuktu, dated 27 

Shawwāl 1345/April 30, 1927.

MS Aboubacar Bin Said Library 2140

HMML Proj. No. SAV ABS 02140

42



REGIONAL NASKH

YEMEN

← MS Leiden Or. 2600, f. 33v. 

Copied in Yemen in 1060/1650

MS Leiden Or. 23.411, f. 312r. 

Copied in Yemen in 1095/1684 

→

43



REGIONAL NASKH

PERSIAN AND OTTOMAN WORLD

Iranian naskh as developed by the calligrapher 

Aḥmad Nayrīzī in the 12th/18th cent. 

Source: Gacek, Vademecum, 2009, p. 163

Naskh as developed by 

Ottoman calligraphers

Source: Gacek, 

Vademecum, 2009, p. 

164
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Source: Fani, Scribal Practices, 2017, p. 153, 154 and 161

HARĀR (EAST AFRICA)

45



BIHĀRĪ (INDIA) 

Bihārī Qur’an, India 14th-15th cent., MS Philadelphia Museum of Art 31, f. 4ov 

(Sūrat Āl-’Imrān) and 115v (Al-Aʿrāf), 

Source: OPenn

It is a monumental script used to 

copy the Qur’an in India between 

the 8th/14th and the 10th/16th 

cent.

A kind of nask with thick and 

elongated horizontals and short 

verticals, large space between two 

words. 

Thin horizontal lines for the 

vocalization. 

These signa are not ihmāl, 

they give indication about 

the pronunciation of the 

Qur’anic text. 

46



TAʿLĪQ (PERSIAN WORLD)

Taʿlīq is the Persian chancery script. It 

emerged in the 7th/13th cent. Possibly 

influenced by tawqīʿ.

Both serif and sans serif. 

Its ductus is very characteristic: the 

words descend onto the baseline and 

curve upwards at the end of the line. 

Page of calligraphy, Iran 10th/16th cent.signed by the 

celebrated calligrapher Kamal al-Din who worked for 

the Safavid ruler of Safavid Iran

Source: Smithsonian, National Museum of Asian Art
47



NASTAʿLĪQ (PERSIANATE WORLD)

Nastaʿlīq is the Persian script par excellence (in 

Arabic is known as al-khaṭṭ al-Fārisī). It 

emerged in the 8th/14th cent. Probably 

evolving from naskh rather than from taʿlīq.

Sans serif script, the words still descend onto 

the baseline, horizontal line are pronouncedly 

elongated, the last letter or part of the word is 

often superscript. 

The curves

on the descenders of qāf, ʿayn and lām are also 

deep and pronounced.

Shahname (‘Book of Kings’) by the calligrapher Shah Muhammad of 

Sabzavar. Iran, 11th/17th cent. 

Source: MET Museum 48



(Left) Iran, Shi’ite standard, Iran, early 12th/18th century

.

(Right) Base for a water pipe with poetry and flowers, Iran, early 

12th/18th century.

Source: MET Museum
49

NASTAʿLĪQ ON OBJECTS



SHIKASTA (PERSIAN WORLD)

Shikasta (‘broken script’) is a 

Persian script which emerged 

at the beginning of the 

11th/17th cent. Mostly used for 

private correspondence and 

administrative documents. 

It results from writing nastaʿlīq

rapidly, combines the forms of 

nastaʿlīq and taʿlīq. The 

horizontal dimension is not the 

norm.

It is a sans serif script, ligatures 

are freely used, dots are scarce 

and sometimes oddly placed. Page of Calligraphy, Iran, dated 1176/ 1763

Source: MET Museum
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Page of Calligraphy, 

early 16th cent

The text, which was 

written in several 

different hands, 

includes nastaʿlīq, 

taʿlīq, shikasta, and 

thuluth scripts

Source: MET Museum
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DĪWĀNĪ

Dīwānī is an Ottoman 

chancery script 

developed from the 

Persian taʿlīq. In use from 

the 6th/15th cent. 

onwards.

In comparison to taʿlīq, 

the dīwānī script has 

more pronounced head-

serif, greater curvature to 

the ascenders, and very 

pronounced loops in the 

descenders.

A LARGE FIRMAN OF SULTAN ABDULHAMID II

OTTOMAN TURKEY, DATED 24 SAFAR AH 1314/4 

AUGUST 1896 AD

Ottoman Turkish manuscript on paper, with large gold 

lithographed tughra at top, with 7ll. of gold, red and 

black diwani script below, dated along the bottom line, 

framed and glazed

29 ¼ x 20 ½in. (74.2 x 52.1cm.)

Source: Christie’s (Auctioned April 24, 2015)

Some distinct letter forms of dīwānī script 

Source: Gacek, Vademecum, 2009, p. 95
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PRESENT DAY: RUQʿA

This script evolved from the Ottoman

Dīwānī in the 12th/18th cent. 

It is the common script in the present-

day Arab Middle East. 

Small and regular script, the two 

diacritical dot are realized with a short 

horizontal stroke, whereas the three dots 

are written as an inverted thick.

Sample of a regular ruqʿa hand

Source: Arab News

Sample of a catalogue card from 

the Dār al-Kutub in Cairo

Source: Dār al-Kutub 53



‘THE ART OF PENMANSHIP’

Sample of a regular ruqʿa hand

Source: Arab News

Rosenthal, On Penmanship, p. 15 54
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