Kufic Exercise

by John Dechant

Arabic script has changed a lot since the time of Muhammad in the seventh century.  Back then, Arabic was primarily an oral language with people memorizing texts, news, and poetry by listening to them and memorizing them.  Writing, while known, was uncommon.  Representing this, Arabic script, and especially the Arabic of the Qur’ān, which was commonly memorized, was written less to be read than to be recited, to be “cheat notes” for the reciter to refer to since he or she was already familiar with or had it memorized.  This early blocky script is known as Kufic, named after Kufa, a city in Iraq.  Below is an example of six words from a Qur’ān made in Egypt in the ninth or tenth century:
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Notice that the spaces between the figures are the same.  Although it may look like there are seven words above, there are in reality only six, as the second and third figures (counting from the right, as Arabic is written from the right to left) are really part of one word.  Arabic is unique in that many letters when written together connect like cursive in English, yet certain letters do not connect to letters in the same word.  The second word is actually made of four different letters, three of which connect together, while the last cannot connect.  Furthermore, Arabic, like many other alphabets, only has letters to represent consonants and certain “long” vowels.  Therefore, formal written Arabic in the early days of Islam, while it worked well for reciters who were mostly familiar with or even had the text memorized and only needed it for notes, was difficult for the growing population of non-Arab Muslims.  It would be similar if you had a text that you memorized, like the Pledge of Allegiance, written like this:
I P L D G A L G N C T O

Th F L G O F Th U N T D

S T T S O F A M R C A

A N D T O Th R P B L C

F R W Ch I T S T N S O N

N T N U N D R G D I N -

D V S B L W Th L B R T Y

A N D J S T C F R A L

But as Islam spread to non-Arabs less familiar with the language and as Arabic became the scribal language of the new Islamic governments, changes were needed in the script to make the letters more explicit.  This meant the addition of better spacing between words and the creation of vowel symbols.  But the greatest change came with the addition of dots.  Although Arabic has twenty-eight different oral letters or sounds, early Arabic had certain written letters or symbols represent more than one sound; one symbol (Roman numeral I) could even represent as many as five different sounds, b, t, th, n, and y.  Therefore dots were added to fully differentiate between each of the twenty-eight letters.  Below is the same phrase written in probably the most commonly script used today, naskh, with the correct dots to represent the exact letters:
   ﻪﻌﻔﻧﻴ    ﻻ  ﺎﻣ   ﻭ    ﻩﺮﺿﻴ    ﻻ
(transliteration)

Without these dots, if one looked at the old Kufic script, he or she might not see the phrase as it should be pronounced above, but rather as:
   ﺔﻐﻘﺑﺛ    ﻻ  ﺎﻣ   ﻭ    ﺓﺯﺻﺗ    ﻻ
(transliteration)

or…
   ﻪﻌﻗﻴﺗ    ﻻ  ﺎﻤ   ﻭ    ﺓﺮﺿﺑ    ﻻ
(transliteration)
   ﻪﻐﻗﺛﻧ    ﻻ  ﺎﻤ   ﻭ    ﺓﺮﺿﻧ    ﻻ
(transliteration)
   ﺔﻌﻓﻨﺒ    ﻻ  ﺎﻤ   ﻭ    ﻩﺯﺻﺛ    ﻻ
(transliteration)
Altogether, there are as many as 8,000 different combinations!
