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Alif: Building a Bridge

Arabic Calligraphy and
Arabic Typography in Design

Written and designed by Sabaoot Esho
Translated by Samem Esho and Blanda Martany
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“For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens
and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been
created through Him and for Him.”
Colossians 1:16

To Hayden Jackson and my friends Emma, Emily, and Kelsey who
gave me the space and courage to share my culture with others.

To my family who always supported my goals and dreams.

To my professors who cultivated my love of learning and walked
with me every step of the way.
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Ahlan uw Marhaba (hello
and welcome)! | am Sabaoot
Esho, and | am a graphic
designer from Erbil, Iraq. |
have lived in Iraq for 17 years
until  moved to the Arkansas
to get an undergraduate
degree in Graphic design.
Being in the United States
has been ajourney of
self-discovery, cultural
exploration, identity crises,
and finally, the expression of
it allin my work. During my
four years of study abroad

| contemplated what the
word home meant to me

and what is cultural identity.
What does it mean to be who
| am and who am |. Struggling
to reconcile my two
disconnected worlds, this
projectis a cathartic attempt
at creating something
beautiful and functional

that draws inspiration from
my experience in Iraq and
my time in Arkansas. And
thus, the project aims to
explore influences from both
SWANA (Southwest Asia &
North Africa) and the West in
function and aesthetic.
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Introduction

The project is centered
around the exploration
of Arabic typography
and its multi-faceted
uses. Arabic calligraphy
is an old practice and
tradition that has been
studied and refined
since it was founded.
Comparatively, Arabic
typography is a much
more recent creative
study that is still de-
veloping, thus there
has not been much
literature that covers
it. Therefore, the main
goal of the project is to
highlight and integrate
Arabic typography with
Arabic calligraphy. By
doing so, the project
builds a bridge within
Arabic graphic design,
connecting the rich Ar-
abic calligraphy to its
newer counterpart, Ara-
bic typography.
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In our day and age of in-
clusivity and fast com-
munication, it is proving
to be crucial to create
a bridge between lan-
guages. Design using
Roman and Arabic let-
terforms is challenging,
but worthwhile when
it all comes together
into one harmonious
design. The contrast
between the Arabic let-
terforms and Roman
ones is striking when
the designer uses the
appropriate fonts and
calligraphic styles. By
bridging that linguistic
gap in a functional and
aesthetic way, the sec-
ond goal for the proj-
ect is to build a bridge
between the Arabic
design world and the
Roman design world.
Finally, English-speak-
ers who want to learn
Arabic and love art
will find this as a great
starting point due to the
educational nature of
the content.
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Goals

The goal for the reader
is to appreciate the aes-
thetic quality of Arabic
writing. Using visual rep-
resentation and expla-
nation, the reader will
understand  different
styles and the process
of designing in that
style. The reader will be-
gin to understand and
embrace the challenge
of designing in Arabic
and Roman letterforms
simultaneously. Finally, él “:\”
for the English-speaking —
reader, the hope is that
they begin to grasp the
basics of Arabic writing.
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General Background

Arabic typography is a developing and growing
field. In contrast, Arabic calligraphy has been
constructed, studied, and calculated to perfection
over 1500 years. These two extremes create an
atmosphere of freedom and variety within Arabic
art today. Rather than separating the two, Arabic
design today includes both Arabic calligraphy
and typography into its art and design, drawing
inspiration from the old to create the new.

Arabic calligraphy is a complex and structured
artform that has been passed down from one
khatat (calligrapher) to another. From master
to apprentice, this sacred tradition has been
refined using geometry and mathematical
measurements to create symmetry, balance,
and consistency within each style. While each
khatat has his own thumbprint on the design, it is
agreed among scholars and calligraphers that
there are six established scripts that are called
the proportional styles. Those are naskh, thuluth,
muhaqqag, rayhani, tawgi’, and riga’. Other Arabic
script styles exist but they are not as refined as the
proportional six and thus are not an established
script. These include maghribi, nasta’liq, dewani,
and Kufic. Kufic emerged in Kufa, Iraq and is the
first Arabic scripts to emerge. It was widely used in
Quran transcription from the mid-eighth and to the
tenth century. Today Kufic has grown in popularity
and is often used in logo design.
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Each Arabic script has its own characteristics,
measurements, and uses. Every letter in each
style is created using its own measurement
and takes into consideration the letters
surrounding it. After years of refinement from
one generation of khatats to another, the
styles reach near perfection. Many of these
calligraphy styles are in use today and inspire
SWANA artists around the world.

Arabic typography is a relatively recent study, and
it shows. The lack of professional fonts can be
dauntingtothe designerwhoisusedtomultiple font
options when using Roman letterforms. However,
the nature of Arabic calligraphy and writing makes
it difficult to explore Arabic typography exclusively
through a font. Many typographers opt for hand-
drawn, custom-made, or illustrated type rather
than using a typeface. Currently, many Arabic
typefaces are based on Roman ones and are made
by a collaboration between Arabic type designers
and Western type designers. This collaboration
creates a compelling blend between East and
West. Since the Western typeface was created
first and then applied to the Arabic letterforms, it
creates a visual contrast that is unique but also
allows for the use of a successful bilingual design.
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Branding

Idea

Inthedesignworldeverythingneedstobebranded;
thus, this project started with branding. Branding is
necessary,particularlyforthis project,becausethe
hope is for this to continue into an online resource
serving Arabic speaking designers everywhere.
Branding creates consistency and recognition by
givingtheblogaconsistentimageandtone.Byusing
consistent, logos, fonts, and colors, branding gives
the blog a visual identity. Thus, it communicates
that all the elements that the blog produces come
from one source. Giving it a brand identity will also
maintain its integrity as a professional design blog.

Research

Arabic logos are primarily typographic and
calligraphic by nature. Most use the nasta'liq style
to create a drop or shallot shape logo. Some more
modernlogos use Square Kufic to create an ornate
but modern logo that uses the brand name but in
a more ambiguous way than the other type styles.
Somealsouseszoomorphiccalligraphyorlettering
to make figurative logos.

ALJAZEERA

Aliazeera logo by Hamdy Al-Sharif
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The Project Name

Alif was chosen as the brand name because it
is the first letter in the Arabic alphabet. Alif is
the counterpart of an English “A” which is also
the first letter in the English alphabet. They both
make an “Ad” sound which further unifies the
two letters. It also is fitting to use the first letter
of the alphabet for the brand name since the
brand is primarily focused on typography and
lettering. The word “Alif” is the name of the letter
“I” (“A"). Similar to how for example the letter “H”'s
name is pronounced “Aych”

Process

The process of designing the logo took 2
weeks with many sketches, revisions, and
final refinements. The process started with
brainstorming ideas and led to more than 40
sketches. Those sketches were then narrowed
down to three main ideas that would function well
as a logo. Then while each of those three were
digitized, the winner clearly presented itself. The
chosen logo was chosen due to its ingenious
solution of combining the different letterforms
into one cohesive logo that read both ways.
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The Results
Color Logo

=Inspired by traditional “shallot shape” of
Arabic calligraphy and logos.

«Can be read by both Arabic and English
speakers in both reading directions.

= The “fs” in both languages flow together to
create unified shape and represent the goal
to bridge the gap between Graphic designin
the two languages.

=Humanist organic stylization to mimic the
ink strokes of Arabic calligraphy that uses
ink and a chiseled dowel

Black and White logo

= Wider Gap between F in English and . That
is so it can still be seen at smaller sizes.

*Rectangle gives it a more defined shape.
This causes it to be more legible on more
complex backgrounds.
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Character Highlight

Idea

Character Highlight was made to showcase
handwritten Arabic lettering in a modern design
context using both Roman and Arabic letterforms.
The content was geared for the English-speaking
audience to learn the basics Arabic alphabet. The
Character Highlight had three objectives:

1- Show the letter in all its forms
2- Show the sound/ pronunciation
3- Show the written flow of the letter

Research on Arabic Calligraphy

Designing Arabic lettering involves more than
just sitting down and writing the words. Before
designing the Character Highlight, or any
professional letter forms, one had to study Arabic
calligraphy. Arabic calligraphy requires time and
practice and is considered to be a divine art form
by the Islamic community. In fact, for a long time it
was the only allowed art form in the Islamic world
since Islam condemns representational art due to
its creationary nature. This stems from the belief
that only Allah (god) can create and thus that is
reserved only for him. This belief comes from Sahih
al-Bukhari Book 77, The Dress, Chapter 89- 95*

We were with Masruq at the house of Yasar bin
Numair.Masrugsawpicturesonhisterraceand
said, ‘I heard ~Abdullah saying that he heard
the Prophet (&) saying, The people who will
receive the severest punishment from Allah

will be the picture makers.” Allah’s Messenger

*A collection of hadiths (sayings or talks) which is widely believed
to be the most trustworthy reports of the Sunnah (traditions and
practices) of the Prophet Muhammad. These reports are studied
by Muslims because they set an example of a model Muslim.
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(#) said, “Those who make these pictures will
be punished on the Day of Resurrection, and it
will be said to them. ‘Make alive what you have
created.” The Prophet (¢)[never let] his house
[contain] anything carrying images or crosses
but he obliteratediit... Abu Huraira said, “l heard
Allah’s Messenger (&) saying that Allah said,
‘Who would be more unjust than the one who
triestocreatethelike of Mycreatures?Letthem
create a grain: let them create a gnat.'...Allah’s
Messenger (4&:) returned from a journey when
| had placed a curtain of mine having pictures
over (the door of) a chamber of mine. When
Allah’s Messenger () saw it, he tore it and
said, “The people who will receive the severest
punishment on the Day of Resurrection will
be those who try to make the like of Allah's
creations.” So we turned it (ie., the curtain)
into one or two cushions. ... The Prophet (came
and) stood at the door but did not enter. | said
(to him), “I repent to Allah for what (the guilt) |
have done.” He said, “What is this cushion?” |
said, “It is for you to sit on and recline on.” He
said, “The makers of these pictures will be
punished on the Day of Resurrection and it
will be said to them, ‘Make alive what you have
created. Moreover, the angels do not enter a
house where there are pictures.”

Thus, Islamic art mostly uses calligraphy and
geometry to create symmetrical designs. This
also led to calligraphy being considered a scared
artsinceitwas usedto scribe Allah’s words. Arabic
calligraphy thus was associated with high society
andwas not created heedlessly. To produce proper
letters in Arabic, one had to go through years of
apprenticeshipandlearnhowtoproducetheletters
near-perfectly-since only Allah can be perfect, by
habit. However, for the beginner, one had to start
by using the Rhombic Dot system. Rhombic dots
are diamond shaped dots created by pressing a
galam, pen made of reeds- downward, straight
onto the paper. Each letter was made using a
specific number of rhombic dots depending on the
style it was created in. Each galam was also made
differently depending on the calligraphic style.
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Research on English letter formations
versus Arabic ones

Arabic is vastly different from English in how
each letter is formed. In English, each letter is free
standing and does not flow into the other letters with
the only exception being English hand-written script.
In Arabic, words are formed by creating ligatures
(connections) between each letter. The form of the
letter depended on where the letter fell in the word
order. Therefore, most letters in the Arabic alphabet
have four letterforms, and seven letters only have
2 . Thus, it was necessary for this project to show
those forms and where they fell within the word for
those with little knowledge on Arabic writing. It was
also necessary to understand the Type Anatomy of
Arabic letters in comparison to English ones. The
reasonforthatisthattypeanatomyhelpsthe English
audience understand Arabic letters by serving as a
reference of comparison. Arabic typefaces were
also studied to gain a better understanding of digital
Arabic typography.
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Process

The process of creating the Character Highlight
involved lots of studying and research. After
researching Arabic calligraphy, letterforms, and
typefaces, the creation phase of the project came
long. As with all design projects, one starts with
pen and paper. Lots of sketches were produced
and refined to make the final letterforms that were
usedin the end product. Then the design, layout, and
content were made to display the information in a
consumable and practical format.

Aktiv Grotesk

Omnes Arabic

Aktiv Grotesk
Arabic

Results

The design stylization used in this product set the
tone for the rest of the project. The layout was made
so that it had small sections of information on each
page with a big graphic. This was made so that the
design was not overwhelming to the reader but still
informative. The layout is inviting and easy to read,
understand, and follow. The content uses simple
language and graphics to explain the different letter
forms, where they fall within a word, and the flow of
the letter from right to left.
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m@ DESIGN The ArObiC

Alphabet is always

written in script format.
Words are formed by
creating ligatures
between letters.
Thus, each letter

depending on
where it falls
within a word.
They are, initial,
medial, final, and
Isolated form.

has four forms,

(@)=

MEDIAL

=
[ 4
o

&
V
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E Beginning of a set E Middle of a set
(el oEsieN (el oEsieN

tl—e/\b

*End of aset

Apears after any letter that is in final form
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(A ARABIC
[((loesicn The Arabic

Alphabet is always
written in script format.
Words are formed by
creating ligatures
between letters.
Thus, each letter
has four forms,
depending on
where it falls
within a word.
They are, initial,
medial, final, and
Isolated form.
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Beginning of a set
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(@] oEsion

MEDIAL

m_M

Middle of a set
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(@] oEsion

W

*End of a set

*Also occurs if followed by a letter that does not connect to the right
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Apears after any letter that is in final form

Page22 | PP dobo |



Calligraphy Highlight

Idea

The main goal of the Calligraphy Highlight is for
the audience to learn a new way to incorporate
Arabic calligraphy into their designs and make
them aware of that calligraphy style. The idea is
simply to educate the reader in a consumable way
onthe scriptand spread awareness of its aesthetic
quality and history. The main purpose is to cover
the basics of that script.

The Calligraphy Highlight had three objectives:

1- Visually show that script
2- Give some background on the script
3-Give an overview of the process used to make it

Research

Kufic calligraphy is one of the oldest Arabic
calligraphy styles that was made during the 8th
century in Kufa, Irag. Kufic has many sub styles
including floriated, knotted, “The new style”,
and square Kufic. It is arguably the most unique
calligraphic style with its specific proportions,
rules, and angular corners.

Kufic style is characterized by its mono-linear
characters that are geometric in nature which are
often used ornamentally. Kufic calligraphy was
first popular for its use in Quran transcription and
architectural ornamentation, but has currently
seen a return within the SWANA Art community.

Far from humanist scripts, Kufic has a strict
geometric form which has helped bring it back
to popularity as current styles have emphasized
cleaner mathematical design. Kufic has become
the new trend.
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The recently created Square Kufic has been
especiallypopularamonggraphicdesignerstoday.
In Square Kufic Each, each word is designed into a
square.Wordsarethenstackednext-tooratopeach
other to form horizontal or vertical rectangles. The
convenience of square Kufic is that it can be made
to fitanywhere, and its ornamental quality makesiit
versatile. However, it can be difficult to read.

While its rules are simple in nature, the sheer
multitude of rules makes Kufic a complex script to
master; even more so to turn into a font. In recent
years however, Graphic designers have turned to
technology like Microsoft Excel to remain within
the mathematical parameters of Kufic and utilize
itin their designs. Thanks to technology, it does not
require as much craftsmanship to form, rather, it's
more of a puzzle with a satisfying end.

The rules of Square Kufic are as follows:
» Each word is written within a 7x7 square grid.

= There can only be one square space between
each letter.

= The word must read on each side of the square.

= There are limited ways in which one can alter
the letters to fit.

=Each letter form (initial, medial, final, isolated)
has specific forms in Kufic script and can be
extended vertically or horizontally depending
onits form.

=These rules are in place to maintain legibility
and the aesthetic quality of Kufic.

= The top of each letter goes toward the inside of
the square. (See figure to the right)

The rules used to create the designs in this
product were based on Square Kufi Alphabet
Instructor: Mamoun Sakkal, New Square Kufic
Alphabet chart (2017)
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Square Kufi Alphabet | Instructor: Mamoun Sakkal, New Square Kufic Alphabet chart (2017)
(P 1V) o] dsy poll dudgSdl doaso Yl o | JWo gelo tdsyyoll didgSIl dyasuVl ple

Letter Init | Medi| Fina | Isol |Variations Notes
(’\ l 55:!5 “-r-l-llr -l-qu Can be extended vertically
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E) Dsh 3 : é;gg huhhnEEE Can be extended horizontally
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3 o =0 e e 1 8 L LR
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o e :'!'!'!: I.I.I.l.ﬂl.lld.l.llu.l.l some final and isolated forms only
S D aast Can be extended horizontally
4 = ﬂﬂblp an be extended horizontally
T Z ‘. | i | Can be extended horizontally and
b b - LL’ — vertically
¢ Gh e ng IEE Can be extended horizontally in

medial form only.

on Bclclen

Can be extended horizontally in final
and isolated forms only
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a8.5,.905809
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=1 =4

Can be extended horizontally

LANEAEA S

Can be extended vertically: horizon-
tally in final and isolated forms only
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Can be extended horizontally in final
and isolated forms only
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s R B [y = -“EJ‘J':“ final and isolated forms only
> cees
¢ BN sait e © M. Sakkal 2017
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Process

The process started with pen and paper to
formulate an understanding of Kufic before
technology. This part of the process revealed the
amount of craftsmanship it takes a khatat to make
Kufic scripts. Then after studying the script and
creating rough sketches, the designs were moved
into the computer. This involved practicing using the
Alphabet chart and learning to use Microsoft Excel
to design the letters within the correct parameters.
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Sketching was helpful in visualizing the letters at different angles. The designs were not successful until
they were brought it into the computer.
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“Hayden”

Results

The design style was simple, using black type on
white background. This was so that the script itself
would be highlighted by utilizing the contrast in color
and scale. The goal of this product was also to be
informative but not in depth. Thus, the layout was
made so that it had small sections of information
on each page that gave some background on the
script style. This was chosen so that the reader
would not feel intimidated by the amount of text to
read. The graphics and type were just enough text
topique the readers’ curiosity but not scare them off.
The final page gives a short overview of the process
of creating it so that the reader can get a better
understanding of the significance distinctiveness
of Square Kufic script..

“Hayden & Sabaoot”
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“Kufic Script” in Square Kufic
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Kufic Calligraphy is one of the
oldest Arabic calligraphy styles that
was created during the 8th century,
in Kufa, Irag. Far from humanist
scripts, Kufic has a strict geometric
form with sharp 90 degree corners.

In recent years a new form of Kufic
has immerged called square Kufic.
Each word is designed into a
square. Words are then stacked
next-to or atop each other to form
horizontal or vertical designs.

((@raes

The convenience of square
Kufic is that it can be made to fit
anywhere, and its ornamental
quality makes it versatile.

While its rules are simple in
nature, the sheer multitude of
rules makes Kufic a complex
script to master; even more so
to turninto a font. Recently,
designers have turned to
technology to create Kufic
Typography. Now, it is more of
a puzzle with a satisfying end.

((@raes

PROCESS

Start by writing
your words in

Kufic style
letters. | | u
. |

Kufic Script
Manipulate

L § | | | 2
eachletter
LN B ] depending on
Move and turn u
letters onto
themselves to [}

its Kufic rules and
create a square.

parameters.
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Kufic Caligraphy s one of the
oldest Arabic calligraphy styles that
was created during the 8th century,
inKufa,Iraq,Far from humanist

scripts,Kufic has a strict geometric:
formwith sharp 90 degree corners.

Inrecent years a new form of Kufic
hasimmerged called square Kufic.
Eachword s designedintoa
square. Words are then stacked
nextto or atop each other to form
horizontal or vertical designs.

@alif_arabic_design
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‘The convenience of square
Kuficis that it can be made to it
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quality makes it versatil.

While its ules are simple in
nature, the sheer multitude of
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scriptto master; even more so
toturnintoa font. Recently,
designers have tured to
technology to create Kufic:
Typography. Now,tis more of
apuzzle with a satisfying end.
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Kufic Calligraphy is one of the
oldest Arabic calligraphy styles that
was created during the 8th century,
in Kufaq, Irag. Far from humanist
scripts, Kufic has a strict geometric
form with sharp 90 degree corners.

In recent years a new form of Kufic
has immerged called square Kufic.
Each word is designed into a
square. Words are then stacked
next-to or atop each other to form
horizontal or vertical designs.

[(@oEsin
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The convenience of square
Kufic is that it can be made to fit
anywhere, and its ornamental
quality makes it versatile.

While its rules are simple in
nature, the sheer multitude of
rules makes Kufic a complex
script to master; even more so
to turn into a font. Recently,
designers have turned to
technology to create Kufic
Typography. Now, it is more of
a puzzle with a satisfying end.
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ARABIC
DESIGN
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PROCESS

Start by writing
your words in

Kufic style
letters. [ [ |
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“Kufic Script”
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each letter

I e depending on
JU—. its Kufic rules and
m parameters.
Move and turn =
letters onto
themselves to [

create a square.
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Ligature Brochure

Idea

As aforementioned, Arabic words are formed by
connecting letters together. Since that is vastly
different from English, it felt necessary to create
something that focused primarily on that. The
information for this product needed to be in depth
since the goal was to give a full understanding of
Arabic words and sentence structure. The main
goal of the Arabic Ligature Brochure is for the
English-speakingdesignerstolearnthedifferences
between stylistic and necessary ligatures. It also
serves the purpose of educating the audience in
the basics for writing in Arabic and since it covers
the basics of writing.

The Ligature Brochure had three objectives:

1- Make a distinction between the main
Ligatures in Arabic

2- Give a full understanding of Ligatures and
enable reader to use them

3-To engage reader in tactile and engaging way

Research

The research on this product was mostly focused
on the stylistic (unnecessary) ligatures in Arabic
writing. Most of the other information was
common knowledge for an Arabic speaker. The
only information that the average Arabic speaker
would not be aware of is the use of stylistic
ligatures in Arabic. Most would just ascribe that
to handwriting style and not know that it is a
combined form of letters that they are using. For
the English speaker, this is all new information on
the basics of Arabic that hopefully, they can use
to understand Arabic writing.
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Process

When designing this, the goal was to make it
easy to understand. The challenge was, how
can design and illustration be used to convey
this information to someone who might have
very little to no basis in the language? The goal
was to create graphics using the information
to explain it more effectively. Thus, the project
started with brainstorming ideas of ways to
convey the information using graphics and other
innovative methods to keep the reader engaged.
After the graphics were created, it was time to
organize the ideas into an effective layout. The
brochure size was then decided based on all
the elements and the different components it
included. Finally, the design was stylized to be
cohesive with the rest of the products in this
project and to efficiently convey information in
a consumable fashion.
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Page 34 |

We d=bo |



Results

The chosen style was inspired by geometric
prints from the SWANA region and uses
the brand colors to stay consistent with the
rest of the branded products. The result is a
comprehensive brochure on Arabic ligatures
that utilizes graphics and visual cues to educate
the reader in a way that is digestible and easy to
understand.

The brochure begins with a brief explanation
on ligatures and the difference between Arabic
ligatures and English ones. This section’s graphic
visual uses an “X-ray” to explain the concept of a
ligature. By comparing the connected letters to
body parts, the “x-ray” reveals that the letter set
(Arabic F and E) that looks like one long letter is
two attached letters that have a “ligature bone”
connecting the two together.

The next section opens to linguistic Arabic
ligatures which is the basics of Arabic writing.
This section educates the reader on how Arabic
words are formed through ligatures. The graphic
visual here uses colors as a key to separate the
letters but also show their positions in a word.
This key explains how each letter can take
one of four forms depending on where it falls
within a sentence. The graphic also highlights
the difference between sets and words. It also
features alist of all the Arabic linguistic ligatures
and what they look like depending on where
they fall in the letter order. Thus, the reader can;
hopefully, decipher any written Arabic text.

The final section explains the Arabic Stylistic
ligatures that are just based on preference
and are not necessary for word formation.
The back of the brochure continues this
section and features flashcards that show
you the difference between a word that uses
stylistic ligatures and one that does not. This
gives it an interactive element that is both
functional and engaging.
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Conclusion

After two years of working on this, |
am satisfied with the results. From
the first spark of inspiration to pre-
senting the final product, | have en-
joyed every challenge. While working
on this, | have learned new ideas and
gained different perspectives at ev-
ery step. | am still learning and com-
ing across new ideas as | warp up this
part of the journey.

My current goal is to keep producing
work and building the Instagram ac-
count (@alif_arabic_design) associ-
ated with this project. My long-term
plan is to make this into an educa-
tional resource either used in Arabic
learning facilities or to use it as an
Arabic design course.

My hope for you is that you can see
the beauty in Arabic writing. Under-
standing the different styles and
processes illustrates the work-
manship that goes into producing
Arabic designs.
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