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This multidisciplinary performance presents the 

richness, dynamic nature, and mesmerising beauty of 

Islamic calligraphy through an exploratory 

transposition of its different rhythms into space and 

time. The highly visual piece uses the movement of 

two performers, sound, video projections and  

animated text, as well as set, costumes and lighting to 

tell a story which parallels the historical evolution of 

Arabic scripts. Unlike in other world writings, Islamic 

scribes paid particular attention to trying to capture the 

essence of something lying beyond the limitations of 

the visual sense, since the origins of Islam and the first 

recordings of the Qur'an. It is this never-ending quest 

for the transcendental which I wish to convey. 

 

 

 

 

 

The piece is highly relevant to our times as it highlights 

as its main subject the meaning that is lost in 

communication (what is said versus how it is said), 

often a sad reality of intercultural exchange. It also 

shows writing as originating in the body itself, only to 

be separated from it in the form of writing. In the Irish 

context of its first production, the piece will implicitly 

address the fear of Muslims in the West due to the 

shortcomings of ordinary communication and 

ignorance of culturally-nuanced meanings of body 

language. It will also explore scenographically Islamic 

calligraphy as ornament, drawing striking parallels to 

traditional Celtic patterns and perhaps touching on a 

universal language.  

 

 

- Margaret Krawecka (Artistic Director) 



 

 

The Project 
 
This draft manuscript is an outline of the project as well as a summary of my 
ongoing research, with literary references. 
 
My fascination with Arabic calligraphy began when I revisited the Tareq 
Rajab Museum in Kuwait five years ago and was further inspired by the 
publication The Harmony of Letters, specifically the section on sight and 
sound in Islamic calligraphy. Since then I have been independently 
researching the subject and as my final MA Scenography project I created a 
performance exploring movement in Arabic Calligraphy. The proposed 
project is a continuation of this process in a professional and collaborative 
context; Irish visual arts company Far Cry Productions has invited me to 
produce this work with them in Dublin in Spring 2009.  
 
My interest in Arabic calligraphy lies in the capacity of its dynamic scripts as 
a sign pointing to something beyond the mere content of the words. It is not 
what is said, but the way it is said that interests me and I wish to explore 
further (to what extent is the meaning of the words affected by the way they 
are written?). I am also fascinated by the possibility of Arabic script evoking 
traces of sound and corporeal movement, from which it literally originated. 
The visual variations in the scripts move the imagination to explore rhythm 
and space within the beautiful and mesmerising writing, as expression of the 
myriad of inner emotional and mental states of the calligrapher. 
 
Goal 
The proposed multimedia dance theatre work explores movement in Islamic 
calligraphy (its transcendental qualities as well as its limitations) while 
addressing limitations of the senses in relation to human communication. 
The goal of the work is to be both visually stunning and thematically 
stimulating. 
 
Artistic Tradition 
My experience in theatre-making, where the design idea transforms space 
and creates narrative (designer as director, i.e. Robert Lepage), began with 
my MA Scenography at Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design in 
London (2005). I have since been developing this direction, as in Egyptian 
Fantasia. I am fascinated by the potential of movement of the body as an  

 
intercultural language of communication, and the discipline of dance theatre 
(i.e. Pina Bausch), which combines dance, theatre, props, set, and costume. 
I feel it has great narrative / expressive possibilities, as in the work of Sidi 
Larbi Cherkaoui, switching effortlessly between movement and spoken word. 
I am interested in integrating video projection in my work and was inspired by 
Peter Chin's Transmission of the Invisible, where the set constituted both 
surface and projection screen, and projection edges faded out smoothly.  
 
Research 
I have done extensive research on Islamic calligraphy (Tareq Rajab Museum 
in Kuwait, Chester Beatty Library in Dublin, the Royal Ontario Museum 
Library in Toronto) and made a compilation of Arabic scripts, considering 
how they might translate into sound and movement. I have also researched 
contemporary Arabic calligraphy artists. I recently went on a trip to Isfahan, 
Iran, where I photographed calligraphy adorning religious architecture and 
watched a Farsi calligrapher at work. I attended a symposium on Islamic 
ornament (and calligraphy) used on architectural surfaces to visually 
dematerialise solid form, leading me to the ambiguous figure-ground 
drawings of Escher (inspired by Islamic ornament at the Alhambra), Celtic 
ornament (which I discovered has striking similarities to Islamic), and Sufi 
philosophy of space. I also work with a video projector and fabrics, exploring 
how scrolling scripts of light can transform the space they illuminate. 
 
Creation Process 
I wish to use my research to orchestrate my artistic vision as Artistic Director 
in the proposed work. I intend to collaborate with an Arabic calligraphy artist, 
video animator, choreographer, and sound designer. The creation period will 
cover three months and take place in Dublin. It will be driven by the 
proposed design idea and narrative structure, selected Arabic scripts 
generating the different components of the performance simultaneously: 
visuals, choreography and sound. In the first month, I plan to develop the set 
and costume design and projection visuals. I will work with a calligrapher and 
a Flash animation expert, to create animated calligraphic sequences. I will 
test these in a black box studio, working with different projection surfaces. 
The choreographer, performers and sound designer will work independently 
creating their respective parts. In the second month, we will continue 
developing our parts but now more collaboratively. In the third month, we will 
complete a finished dance theatre work, with a lighting designer and VJ. 



 

 

Previous Work 
 
With a background in architecture, Margaret Krawecka is an independent 
theatre maker, set designer and installation artist. She completed her 
Bachelor of Architecture at the University of Toronto (2001) and MA 
Scenography at Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design in London, 
UK (2005). Since then, Margaret has worked in theatre, video, site-specific 
and promenade performance, as director and designer. Her interdisciplinary 
work explores inner states of being and giving form to the invisible, through 
narrative structured in space and time. Through a fusion of installation, video 
projection, sound, and choreographed movement, the spaces she creates 
exist on their own but are inspired by revisiting place, history, and culturally 
specific issues. Set design includes "4:48 Psychosis" (5-star critic’s pick of 
the week, "Time Out London"), "Egyptian Fantasia" (UCL Petrie Museum of 
Egyptian Archeology), "Future Cinema" theatrical events (UK / Dublin). 
Installations include "A Wander Beyond" (Dublin), "In Transit" (London Film 
Festival), "Territory" and "Optic 2001" (Toronto). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Egyptian Fantasia 
Artistic Direction (Creation, Set & Costume Design, Sound, Direction) 
Site-specific performance 
Commissioned by the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archeology 
University College London, UK 
September 2006 
 
“The Petrie Museum Fantasia we worked on is still the talk of the university and has 
raised the museum's profile drastically.  So much so that the university is granting the 
museum the funds to build a new museum next to the Bloomsbury Theatre. We are 
all very excited and the Fantasia Committee send their regards to you for designing 
the Fantasia.”  - Janet Johnstone 

 

 
 

     



 

 

Scenoworks: Space is Not Empty / Movement in Arabic Calligraphy 
Design & Direction 
Dance theatre performance 
Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design 
Cochrane Theatre, London, UK 
July 2005 
              
 
 

        
 
 
 
 
 
 

     

      
 

      
 

 



 

 

4:48 Psychosis 
Set & Costume Design 
A play by Sarah Kane / Produced by Tangram Theatre 
Old Red Lion Theatre, London, UK: Feb-March 2006 
Arcola Theatre, London, UK: May 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Five Stars” 
(selected as critic's pick of the week by London TimeOut, March 8-15 2006) 
 
“The neutral, numb state is represented in the design by humming, vertical strip lights, 
which flash on in staccato waves to provide “an instant of clarity before eternal light”."  
- London TimeOut 
 
“The dramatic poetry of the play was enhanced by the thoughtful production. The 
white walls were eerie and surgical, the bright lights disturbing. 4.48 Psychosis is a 
look into the fear and loneliness of one person’s depression but also provides an 
enlightening and thought provoking evening. “   - Camden New Journal 
 
“. . . an experience that is undoubtedly impressive and touches the soul with an 
almost unbearable bright, white light, shining out beams of theatrical bliss and pain. . . 
Not for one minute are we left to sit back and gaze at their emblazoned youth or 
vulnerable sensuality: in the tight, womb-like space and through their darting, pensive 
glances, the intimacy is engulfing and arresting. So much so that my companion, an 
avid creature of the theatre and extremely sensitive soul, had to tear himself across 
Margaret Krawecka’s almost sarcastically neutral white set, and out of the cruel space 
of play into the pub below.”    - Rogues and Vagabonds Theatre Review 

 
 
 
 
 
 

   



 

 

Perfection 
Set Design  
A play Marc Lindow / Produced by Joinedupwriters 
Old Red Lion Theatre, London, UK 
July 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“A clear, versatile box set has a pleasing economy . . .”  - The Stage 
 
“Margaret Krawecka's set is . . . beautifully inventive and unfussy”  - London TimeOut 

 
 

 
 



 

 

Studio Artois Live: The Matrix 
Artistic Direction (Creation, Set & Costume Design, Direction)  
Multimedia event combining film, installation, live music & physical theatre 
Mansion House, Dublin 
November 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

Cocoon Garden 
Design 
Site-specific sound installation 
Scotiabank Nuit Blanche: St. Patrick‘s Market Square, Toronto 
Harvest Festival, Midlothian Farm, Ontario 
Oct 2008 
 

      
 

          

 
 

 



 

 

In Transit 
Design 
Site-specific performance & sound installation for surrealist burlesque night 
London Film Festival: SE1 Nightclub, London Bridge Vaults, London, UK 
Nov 2005  

 
 

Dance Theatre Performance 
Design & Direction 
Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design / BAI Bizkaia Drama School 
Bilbao, Spain - May 2005 
 

 
 

Video Project 
Design & Direction 
Performance based on narrative structure of David Lynch films 
Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design, London, UK 
Feb 2005 

 
Territory 
Design 
Installation 
Gallery Este, Toronto - Nov 2001 
 

 



 

 

Corporeal: movement and architecture 
Bachelor of Archiecture Thesis 
University of Toronto Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Design 
Toronto 2000-2001 
 
 
 

      
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      
 
 

      



 

 

Collaboration 
 
 
 
The creative participants in the project are international, with the 
collaborative creation / production process taking place in London, UK,  
the finished work to be first shown in Dublin, Ireland.  
 
 
 
 
 
Margaret Krawecka (Writer, Director, Designer), Poland/Canada 
To design the set, costumes and visuals, as well as to direct the 
performance and work with collaborators. 
 
Samir Malik (Arabic Calligrapher & Translator) - TBC 
To create calligraphies in various scripts, based on given texts. 
 
Linda O'Keeffe (Sound Designer), Ireland 
To collaborate with director and choreographer in developing pre-recorded 
musical / sound composition. 
Experience in structure, found sounds, radio transmission arts. 
 
Ula Sickle (Choreographer), Belgium/Canada 
To collaborate with the director and sound designer in developing 
movements with the performers. 
Experience in contemporary dance and physical theatre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performers - TBD 
Two performers (male and female). 
Experience in contemporary dance and physical theatre, as well as structural 
movement, possibly of Arab origin. 
 
John Callaghan (Video Animation Artist), Ireland 
To work closely with director in animating the calligraphies and creating 
sequences for video projection (both front and rear).  
 
Sean Nos Singer, Ireland (possibly - TBD by sound designer) 
Traditional (female) vocalist for pre-recorded vocals to be mixed with other 
sound. 
 



 

 

Introduction 
 
“. . . experience is discrete not casual, synchronistic and the Universe consists of accidents 
pertaining to a single substance which is the Reality underlying all existences. This universe is 
changed and renewed unceasingly at every moment and every breath. Every instant one 
universe is annihilated and another resembling it takes its place . . . In consequence of this rapid 
succession, the spectator is deceived into the belief that the universe is a permanent existence  
. . . Thus it never happens that the very being is revealed for two successive moments under the 

guise of the same phenomena.” - Arab Jaimi, 15th century 
 
 
 
The primary vehicle of expression has traditionally been the spoken word. 
Between 610 and 632 AD, the Word of God was revealed to the Prophet 
Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel. In order to preserve this knowledge, 
it was transmitted orally but also recorded visually in the form of the Qur’an. 
At first, since the Qur’an was meant to be recited, the Arabic writing used 
needed only be developed enough to notate the text as a sort of visual cue, 
for those who already knew it by memory. Then, as the teachings of Islam 
started to spread beyond Arabic-speaking lands, the written language itself 
was further developed so that it could be taught to new Muslims (the Qur’an 
was only written in Arabic since it was the language that it was originally 
revealed in). Subsequently, Arabic writing was elaborated into numerous 
calligraphic scripts, which were developed in an ongoing, disciplined search 
for perfection, always considering the spoken origin of the text and striving to 
visually match its eloquence. 
 
Hence, Arabic writing as we know it today was originally developed with the 
sole aim of transmitting the (spoken) Divine Word of the Muslim faith. And as 
the Qur’an was originally transmitted through the vehicle of the human body, 
a potentially dangerous and misleading notion after the fact, the emphasis in 
Islam has always been on the Word and not the body; hence figural 
representation was strictly forbidden to prevent idolatry (stricter in Arabia & 
Moorish Spain than Iran & India). Therefore, in a culture where 
representation was banned, art concentrated on decoration, letters an 
important part of it. 
 
. . . So what happened to the body? Did it really disappear? 
 

 
 
The disappearance of the human figure from the visual art world was a 
driving element in the evolution of Arabic calligraphy. For, if the body was 
erased, it could perhaps reassert its “presence” in the (abstract, essential) art 
of calligraphy, through the suggestion of corporeal movement manifest in a 
rich variety of dynamic and rhythmic scripts which sometimes literally seem 
to dance on the page. 
 
This piece explores the idea of the body, not writing, as a seat of knowledge, 
where knowing comes from direct experience (a process in time and space). 
It opens up a space of experiencing beyond representation, which makes 
possible the live transmission of knowledge. Here, the body functions in 
contrast to externalised vehicles of knowledge, such as the book, camera, or 
computer. Writing is the exteriorisation of knowledge from the body, a 
disembodied sign that strives to represent lasting perfection. It is nothing 
more than a score or memory aid, reductionist by nature, and writing is a 
one-way activity, not interactive. Moreover, linguistic messages never arrive 
intact because of translation. The Latin meaning of “translator“ is “one who 
carries to the other side”. Writing cannot reconcile the demands of 
representation and communication; it can only “evoke” but not represent, 
since it lacks the dimensions of time and space, which generate form, sight, 
touch, sound, taste and smell. The Divine is beyond representation, hidden 
in the act of worship. Writing can incite the attitude directed towards 
experiencing the Beyond (the Other, the Void), which is an introspective 
process, but never fully describes it. 
 
The notion of (visual) form attempting to describe elements of the invisible 
world is ambitious and challenging, and has limitations. For even though 
Arabic calligraphy may try and capture the dynamic essence of sound and 
presence of the living, breathing body at the moment it generated the sound - 
and perhaps may even succeed at doing so - it can never fully represent it 
(the movement) since through writing the text is forever severed from the 
body, and the body from the text. Something of the original message is 
always lost in the process of making words “permanent” through writing. 
But this tragic fact is an integral part of the very beauty and ephemeral 
quality of calligraphy, which differentiates itself from printed text by at least 
coming closer to the original, by virtue of its descriptive quality.  



 

 

From a historical perspective, each Arabic script has its own story and 
lifeline, as different forms emerged from unique combinations of intangible 
forces and practical circumstances. But how exactly did each script evolve 
and what were these forces that gave it its unique form? We can ask - why 
this shape and not another? The answer is that there were so many factors 
shaping the movement of the lines and we can only use the imagination and 
our creativity in recapturing these forces and movements. This is why this 
presentation is not a historical survey explaining the form of each script but 
rather, though generally staying true to their chronological historical 
progression, it interprets the scripts through sound and movement and 
presents Arabic calligraphy (a time-based process) as a portal into a 
universal world beyond words, where communication is in essences. For the 
origins of Arabic writing are in sound, the visible a sign of the “beyond“. By 
exposing its richness, potential, and captivating beauty, I hope to tame 
certain negative connotations associated with the image of Arabic writing. 
 
Scenografically, if the piece explores Arabic calligraphy, it must also 
introduce the ancient Sufi philosophy of space: the material world is 
impermanent and vacuous, and the universe of substance and essence lies 
beyond the limitations of the visual. This is an internal world of the senses, 
accessed through the action of prayer, which involves the participation / 
entrance of the entire body in a rhythm of sound and movement. The visual 
devices used to show this are the Void not being empty and figure-ground 
ambiguity (reversal). Also, by extension of the forbidden representation of the 
body in Islamic art, the phenomenon of veiling is touched upon. The covering 
of sacred objects in Islam (such as the Kabba “cube” in Mecca or women - 
represented by spiritual figure of Laila) has spiritual origins, relating to the 
illusionist nature of the material world. This idea of unveiling is applied to the 
space, showing the “transparency” of physical matter. 
 
In summary, the piece presents the problem of translation in an intercultural / 
political context. The transmission of the message loses its meaning without 
the body; words are not enough, for not only what is said matters but also 
how, to convey the full picture. For this, the (movement of) the body is 
needed. However, movement itself cannot be captured or even represented, 
for once made static, it is no longer movement. Arabic calligraphy comes 
close, by trying to capture inner states (since figurative representation is 
forbidden, it does this through rhythm, sound, frequencies). In addition to 
addressing the problem of Arab-Western relations and wider intercultural and 

diplomatic communication, perhaps this piece also questions internet 
communication and virtual presence. 
 
Indirectly, the work also addresses the fear of Muslim immigrants in the West 
due to misunderstandings caused by the shortcomings of ordinary 
communication. There seems to be a fundamental ignorance of the faith of 
Islam and the origins of its “Other” cultural customs of the everyday, with 
negative stigma. This has been a cause for conflict and can only be 
overcome through the acceptance of cultural and religious heterogeneity, by 
way of a deeper understanding, awareness, and empathy towards the root of 
the differences of Islamic culture. Peaceful coexistence can only happen 
through tolerance of difference. Yet perhaps there is a failure to 
communicate difference through words alone, words without empathy. . . 
 
In this intercultural exchange between Canada and Ireland, as a Westerner 
(Polish-Canadian) I hope to apply my experience of growing up in Kuwait 
and having Arab friends, and subsequently living in multicultural Toronto, in a 
positive way, working within the specific context of Ireland, where cultural 
diversity is a relatively new territory and where there are a lot of new Muslim 
immigrants, many from Arab countries (according to the 2006 Irish census, 
there are 32,539 Muslims living in the Republic of Ireland, representing a 
69.% increase from 2002 census figures; in 1991, the number of Muslims 
was below 4000). This is why Far Cry has asked me to create this work for 
Dublin. At the same time, I wish to gain from working in a country with a rich 
tradition in playwriting, music, and other text-based art forms. 
 
Finally, although the subject of Arabic calligraphy is commonly explored in 
contemporary art, it is usually limited to two-dimensional media. This project 
explores the subject within a new territory - that of the third and fourth 
dimensions of time and space, where it originates as a time-based process. 
Therefore, the project is unique and truly experimental as it integrates an 
ancient art form with a modern one of new media and technology. This 
adaptability and universality of Islamic calligraphy is an important element in 
the creation process of the performance, whose aim is to recontextualise the 
subject within different cultural milieus, also working with fresh interpretations 
of artists with non-Muslim backgrounds. The project is a creative experiment 
on an international / intercultural scale. 
 



 

 

Narrative Structure 
 
In the proposed work, the (abstract) artistically-interpreted historical 
progression of Arabic scripts through time, from "static" (i.e. Kufic) to 
"dynamic" (cursive) and back to static, unfolds through the (concrete) 
narrative of a writer trying in vain to capture the essence of movement. This 
writer enters the universal world of text and sound and there meets a muse, 
through whom he discovers movement, but makes the mistake of trying to 
represent it in his material world through writing. Eventually, the more 
movement enters his writing, the less the muse moves. By "freezing" the 
text, he destroys its essence, which is dynamic in nature and originates in 
the body itself. He learns too late that meaning cannot be extricated from the 
body through words alone; it is found between the lines of text, in the way 
something is said, not just content, and in expression of body language. This 
is the message revealed at the end (translated from Arabic to English). Due 
to his ignorance, the writer unintentionally destroys the person he loves, but 
learns from his mistake and is rewarded. Hence, this story honestly explores 
the dual nature of Islamic calligraphy, in its transcendence but also its 
limitations, which together constitute its elusive beauty. 
 
See Appendix C for scripts and their interpretations. 
 
This simple and loose narrative structure allows freedom for exploration and 
variation within. It is orchestrated through a combination of visual 
(choreographed movement sequences, video animated text projections, 
lighting, screens, set, props, costume) and sonic elements. The varying 
rhythms of select Arabic scripts inform the choreography, video projections, 
and sound. Each script has its own unique rhythm and "space" where sound 
and movement must follow its unique rules. Some script might inspire faster 
sound and movement, others slower, some are angular while others fluid, 
etc. Their nuanced degrees of visual movement will correspond to the 
different human emotions and physical intensity expressed in the narrative of 
the performed story / progression of the performers' interaction (i.e. a 
dynamic Diwani script might accompany the expression of joy while the more 
static Maghribi might mirror reserve or caution). The performance space is 
structured as two overlapping worlds (the material, visible world and the 
world of text and sound) which switch back and forth as the writer moves  
 

 
 
between them (“reversal of figure-ground“). The world of text and sound (“the  
Void“ of the material world) shows that space is not empty but is dense and 
tangible, and sound, movement, and reality are “felt”, not seen. The two 
worlds are metaphorical but also metaphysical, with forces and frequencies. 
Finally, there are striking similarities between Islamic ornament and music, 
and that of (ancient) Ireland; this will be aknowledged in visuals and sound. 
 
Hence, the narrative traces the parallel development of three elements: the 
space, the scripts, and the relationship between the writer and muse. It 
reflects the process of calligraphy itself - the process of searching for 
something. Ultimately, it shows failure to communicate through words alone. 
  
The narrative of the historical progression of Arabic scripts from consonantal 
and “static”, to cursive and dynamic, unfolds through the vehicle of a story. 
The search for the visual representation of sound and movement, and for a 
portal into the dynamic / universal world, becomes a man’s search for 
meaning. This is the story of a writer trying in vain to “capture” essence. He 
enters the universal world of text and sound and learns about movement, but 
makes the mistake of trying to represent this in the material world through 
writing. By making text static and permanent, he destroys its essence, which 
is dynamic in nature and lives inside the body, where it originated. He learns 
too late that meaning is inside the body, not outside, that it is in between the 
lines of text, in the way something is said and not just content, and in the 
expression of body language. Because of this misunderstanding, he ends up 
destroying the person he loves. Here, the nuanced subtleties of the scripts 
lost on the Western reader are symbolised by the writer “missing the point 
and remaining unaffected by his adventure, finishing back where he started. 
 
The relationship between the writer and muse is romantic but ends in 
tragedy. The dynamics of the relationship unfold with the scripts. The muse 
initially appears because she wants to help the writer with his work, by trying 
to tell him something. Although at first she is hesitant, she eventually opens 
up and shows him her world. They fall in love. But because he does not 
understand her fundamental essence, he destroys her and loses her. 
Yet the writer also learns something important in the process, and this is the 
message revealed to us in translation at the end (tbd, see Text). 



 

 

Running time: approx. 40 minutes) 
 
 
 
 
Beginning (5 mins) 
 
This part sets the mood for the piece by introducing the themes of language 
and conflict. It presents a static space, where a writer is struggling with the 
translation of a text. It then introduces the presence of something unusual. 
 
1. Prelude (I min) 
 
2. Lost in translation (2 mins) 
 
3. The space becomes alive / Marks in space / Fear (2 mins) 
 
4. The figure emerges from the text (2 mins) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Middle (27mins) 
 
This part reveals what this unusual Other is, the infinite world of dynamic text 
full of endless possibilities. The muse appears and the relationship between 
the two unfolds, told with the development of the scripts. The writer goes 
back and forth between the two worlds. Throughout this part, the intensity 
builds up and finally climaxes in the muse’s death. This climax is simply a 
moment of contrast, where all movement suddenly stops and there is only 
stillness and silence. 
 
1. Scripts (10 mins) 
 
2. Transmission (10 mins) 
 
3. Extraction of movement through writing (6 mins) 

 
 
 
 
 
Ending (8 mins) 
 
This part underlines the absence of movement and alienation of the body in 
written text. The muse is dead and with her, the other world disappears. The 
writer is once again confined to the static space. He has captured the 
movement of the muse in the form of static texts, which now fill the space. 
But with her gone, they seem meaningless (in her dynamic and elusive 
nature, she represented the essence of the text). The writer learns too late 
that by trying to capture her in the static form of text, he has, in fact, killed 
her. The text is finally revealed to the audience in English translation. The 
final impression reminds us that the void / space is not empty.  
 
1. Death (1 min)  
 
2. Absence (1 min) 
 
3. Memory (4 mins) 
 
4. Translation (1 min) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The (loosely historical) evolution of Arabic scripts is shown as a progression from 
least to most dynamic. It reflects the quest that has for centuries kept scribes busy 
trying to capture in visual form the elusive essence of sound and movement. 
Although, it could never be fully captured this way, calligraphy at least became a sort 
of trace of this essence. But most importantly, if done properly, it provides a gateway 
to it. The scripts emerge from the background, where they are embedded, first as 
Square Kufic and Ghubar. Then they begin to move, first as individual strokes, 
shapes and single letters, then as a phrase. This same phrase is then repeated in the 
different scripts, mirroring the idea of saying the same thing in different ways, each 
time differently, the meaning coming from the way it is said rather than content. Once 
the most dynamic script is reached and evolution is complete, the order reverses and 
goes back to static, as the muse dies. 
 
The intent is to create distinct spaces, or impressions, by combining sound and vision 
into an inseparable whole. By designing a characteristic rhythm for each script, sound 
translates into visual language, and vice versa. In these sound paintings / sonic 
spaces, being “hitched to” each script is like tuning in to a different radio channel, 
each with its own unique frequency, rhythm, tempo, and mood (colour / tone), as well 
as its own laws of physics and movement. Scripts correspond to different “intensities”, 
manifest in each area of sound, movement, and visuals. 
 
Although in the creation process it is the scripts that are the starting point of 
inspiration and precede the sound and choreography (the visual informing the non-
visual), the opposite reading will be effective in the performance. On stage, the 
muse’s movements seem to control the environment/space, different movements 
triggering different rhythms/scripts - both visually, in terms of projections and lighting 
states, and acoustically. For everything that is seen and heard, is coming from within 
the body, and is then externalised. This effect can be achieved in many ways, either 
through the use of interactive technology (motion tracking / sensors), through live 
sound and visuals manipulated by a DJ / VJ (visual sequences and musical rhythms 
as individual raw fragments to be mixed), or through the more simple means of 
rehearsal. In this version, this last, simplest approach is taken.    
 
The unfolding of the space happens through the device of reversal in figure-ground. 
This reversal acts like a toggle between the two worlds (the external, static world of 
manifestations and the internal, dynamic world of essences and transparency). In this 
narrative, the latter is the Other, less familiar world. Only one world can be 
experienced at one time, even though the two exist in the same space. Both worlds 
transform, one affecting the other; the dynamic world triggers text to appear in the 
static space and in turn, the more the text is congealed there, the less “dynamic” the 
dynamic space becomes. At the end, the static world is “unveiled” and transparent, 
revealing its true essence. 
  

Just as the muse manipulates the configuration of the dynamic space with her 
movements, the writer does the same in the static world, through writing. But in the 
dynamic world, the writer’s role differs from that of the muse; he merely enters and 
reacts to the various sonic spaces which she triggers, and absorbs them. Hence she 
translates the “invisible” spaces of intensities into their visual correspondents, her 
moving body a channel or tool. These visual correspondents are manifest as different 
Arabic scripts filling the space as projections, and are then mapped by the writer onto 
the space itself in its static and permanent state, thereby changing its very structural 
fabric. 
 
 
 
 
 
Visuals 
 
In this highly visual work, design figures a key role; it is inspired by Islamic ornament 
and the idea of the Void and empty space as tangible, in a figure-ground reversal 
(foreground becomes background and background becomes foreground, as in the 
famous optical illusions by Rubin or Escher). The performance space is structured as 
two overlapping worlds (the material, static world and the dynamic world of text and 
sound) which alternate as the writer moves between them. In the former, the set 
consists of objects and surfaces with clear boundaries, and words "set in stone" 
(printed writing). In the latter, words become fluid through Flash-animated projections 
of Arabic script, which dissolve the solidity of objects (just as calligraphy 
dematerializes the surface of architectural monuments) and blur the line between 
body and space. Layered transparent scrim now catches this moving light, creating an 
effect of the entire space suddenly alive and filled with flowing words. It is a dense, 
tangible space of infinite possible meanings. Hence, the space transforms using front 
and rear video projections and lighting, the layered, complementary worlds emerging 
and receding through figure-ground inversion. It is here that the writer in vain tries to 
"capture" the fluid animated text from the dynamic world into the static. 
 
Sound 
 
In translating scripts into sound, I am interested in repetition and variation of 
"phrases" or sequences of music (i.e. Steve Reich, Indian classical ragas), following 
the idea of saying the same thing in different ways resulting in multiple meanings. This 
also applies to choreographed movement sequences (i.e Belgian choreographer 
Anna Teresa De Keersmaeker of Rosas). I also wish to include echoes of traditional 
Irish (Sean Nos) singing, which has interesting similarities to Arabic music. 



 

 

Synopsis 
 
There are two parallel worlds. One is the external, static world of physical 
manifestations: the material, visible world, where space and body are 
independent. The other is the internal, dynamic world of essences and 
transparency; this is an invisible world full of infinite possibilities and without 
spatial limitations. It is the space of text and sound, where body and space 
are continuous and where seeing is hearing and hearing is seeing. Only one 
world can be experienced at one time, even though the two physically exist 
in the same space. The two worlds are reversals of each other, one existing 
in the void / negative space of the other. Although separate, the two worlds 
always affect each other. They are connected by portals, or gateways. 
 
There was once a bureaucrat who failed to appreciate the distinct laws of 
physics of the two worlds. This writer was having great difficulty translating 
some English text into Arabic, as the original meaning kept getting lost in the 
process of translation. One particularly intensive day, after several sleepless 
nights, his concentration was so focused on the text that interference 
between his thoughts and the radio frequencies in his room presented him 
with a portal into the other, invisible world. At first, the writer thought he was 
just imagining things in his weary state. But soon unusual things began 
happening. The text before him seemed to come alive, suddenly set in 
motion as if animated, and then the space around him began to transform. 
He had accidentally “tuned into” another frequency and felt himself being 
carried away . . . 
 
The writer suddenly found himself in another world, one more wonderful and 
fantastic than anything he had ever imagined before. He thought that if it 
could be possible to enter inside a book itself, where anything is possible, 
then that is how it would feel. It seemed that there was no gravity, no 
orientation of up or down, and no perception of depth - only a limitless 
suspension of space. Everything around him was in a constant state of 
motion, fluid, like being submerged underwater. It was a very tactile space, 
where all these motions and vibrations were felt inside his body. Everything 
was transparent, as in an x-ray. And time seemed to stand still. It is there 
that he encountered a muse. The supernatural ease and grace of her 
movements, in harmony with the surroundings, at first overwhelmed the 
writer. Sensing his fear of the unknown to him environment, the muse gently  

 
 
coaxed him to follow her as she showed him the marvels of the new world. 
She showed him how she used her body to generate different frequencies 
that responded to the visible world, and that would in turn affect its 
configuration and well-being.   
 
Back again in his world, the writer felt drained after his adventure, and not 
entirely convinced that what just happened had been real. But when he sat 
down to write, he discovered that was feeling inspired, after a long period of 
stagnancy. His words had somehow become more expressive, which 
exhilarated him. And when his inspiration ran out again, he wished he could 
go back to the other world again. He also remembered the muse’s beauty. 
Since the muse had been lonely and enjoyed the writer’s company during his 
visit to her world, when she felt his desire to go back, she presented him with 
another portal. And so he once again found himself in the other world. This 
time, he felt more at ease there and was very happy to able to spend more 
time with the muse. The two of them got to know each other better, and even 
though the muse was at first wary of the fact that the writer was only human 
and from another world, the two of them soon fell in love. Their newly found 
happiness soon escalated into exuberant joy. 
 
When the writer was back in his world again, expectedly, his writing was 
even more fruitful and even more expressive. However, no matter how 
dynamic-looking, it was still inherently static, and he felt it still lacked the 
beautiful and dynamic expression it had in the invisible world. Full of 
passionate ecstasy and now knowing the way to the other world, the writer 
wanted more. He wanted to capture the movement itself and bring it into his 
own world. He also missed the muse and could not wait to see her again. So 
he went back for the third time to the other world. The muse was at first 
overjoyed to be reunited with the writer but soon sensed his new obsessive 
intentions. Since she knew she could not possibly give him anything more, 
she tried to pull away. 
 
The writer interpreted this reserved and elusive behaviour as a way of 
teasing him, which made him even more excited. She now regretted having 
had trusted the writer with her knowledge, but it was too late. The more the 
writer extracted movement for his writing through the muse, the happier he 



 

 

grew. However, the more he took from her without replenishing it, the more 
he destroyed her essence and the less she seemed to move. Although he 
could not understand the reason for her melancholy, it did not discourage 
him for he found her beautiful and inspiring even in her sadness, and 
continued capturing her dynamic essence. 
 
Suddenly the writer found himself back in his world, before him the lifeless 
body of the muse. For without knowing it, by extracting movement from her 
body in order to capture it in the form of writing, he had killed her. 
 
The writing that had made the writer so happy now meant nothing to him. For 
he realised it was her real self he needed, not the writing, and now would 
never directly encounter her again. Her captured stillness made the absence 
of her living, breathing, moving form, that much more evident. It was not the 
sign but the signified he had been searching for - something impossible to 
capture - and by substituting the muse with signs of her movement, he had 
made that movement vanish. The writer had, therefore, cut himself off from 
his source of inspiration and quickly regressed back into his struggling state, 
trying in vain to express with writing something that he now knew lay outside 
the scope of the visible world alone. By not appreciating what he already had 
in the other world and failing to respect its codes, he had destroyed the key 
to his own happiness.  
 
But the writing continues to exist as a trace of the essence of movement and 
the muse; it also becomes a portal to the other world. The writer is alone with 
the signs which evoke her memory. 
 
If in the entire history of Mankind there had ever been a chance to unite the 
two worlds into one, perhaps it had been this writer who had been given the 
missed chance. 



 

 

Script (work-in-progress) 
 
 
There are two parallel worlds which coexist in the same space and at the same time, 
but only one world can be witnessed at any given moment. The two worlds are 
reversals of each other, one a negative of the other. 
 
The first world is composed of points, lines, and planes in space which when 
projected onto a flat plane constitute a particular vanishing point perspective. Objects 
get smaller with distance and parallel lines converge. Everything is orientated against 
the vertical and horizontal. In this world, nothing can resist measurement, 
quantification or classification there is nothing that cannot be measured, quantified or 
classified. This is the visible, external world of physical manifestations; it is static and 
material, and space and body are independent. It is a world readily harnessed and 
controlled by human will. 
 
The second world cannot be represented in any visual way but if it could be, it would 
have closest resemblance to depictions of space-time in primitive cave art. As in the 
drawings of Altamira, objects are never depicted against a landscape or background; 
there is no relation between form and background. There is no verticality of objects of 
figures and no horizontal ground plane; the vertical and horizontal directions do not 
exist. There is an unlimited number of directions and orientations but none is 
hierarchical. It would seem that there is no particular space or time present at all. 
Objects and bodies are superimposed, occur simultaneously, and are transparent, 
showing what is both inside and out as in an x-ray. This is the invisible, internal world 
of essences and transparency; it is dynamic and full of infinite possibilities, without 
spatial limitations. It is the space of text and sound, where body and space are 
continuous and where seeing is hearing and hearing is seeing. It is the invisible world 
of movement and presence. 
 
The two worlds are interconnected; whatever happens in one immediately changes 
the configuration of the other. Isolated actions and events which have no impact on 
their surroundings, do not exist. Whenever a movement, even the most microscopic 
kind, is made in one world, it immediately causes the other world to deconstruct and 
reconstruct itself again in a completely new formation. These changes are easily 
perceived in the second world but not so in the first where change, especially of the 
gradual kind, is never seen. Physical actions performed in the first world appear as 
information and signals circulating and reverberating around in the second world, 
quickly remoulding the reflexive space around them into a new frequency.  
  
There are certain channels open between the two worlds which, when found, serve as 
portals. 

 
 
ACT I 
 
 
Prelude 
 
Darkness. 
The sound of void / emptiness / wind, very quiet, comes in slowly. 
 
A woman’s voice, soft and melancholic, almost a whisper, 
begins to narrate . . . 
 
In the beginning (pause) there was nothing. 
Only darkness. 
 
And then (pause) a sound. (A beat.) 
 
The most beautiful sound to ever reach a man‘s ears. 
 
A single long note is heard, played by a stringed instrument, slow, beautiful, 
sad and longing, trails off with resonant echo. Pause. 
 
A small light begins to slowly fade in and illuminate the silhouette of a writer 
sitting at his desk. Whispers in different languages are heard. Echo, deep, 
resonant space. The word, the word, the word . . .  Whispers escalate in 
intensity and turn into cacophony of sound. Woman singing Sean-Nos mixed 
in, also sounds of static.  
 
And then there was light. 
 
Subtle flashes of pulsating light, densities, frequencies. 
 
Voices escalate into shouting. English text scrolls in from right and Arabic 
text from left. 
 
Texts clash into each other as they collide in the middle in a sort of explosion 
- sudden silence with black out. Only the beautiful resonant note of the 
stringed instrument left, trails off. 



 

 

 
Lost in translation 
 
Light bursts on. Brightness. Static world. A man (the writer) is typing loudly at 
a desk. Radio playing in the background: all stations have news of world 
conflict, only a bit of music (1920s/”colonial”) . The background, a geometric 
design / interlace pattern, is changing extremely slowly, but he is unaware. 
  
It is the middle of the night and the writer is wired on coffee. He is working on 
a translation from English into Arabic but has been having problems finding 
the right words. 
 
Frustrated, he types a few letters, crumples the paper up and throws it away, 
and starts again. Gets up, begins pacing, sits down again. Fiddles with the 
radio dial, flipping through stations, only to hear news of conflict on every 
channel. Types a few words again unsuccessfully. This continues. 
 
His body movements are stiff, awkward. He is being challenged and will not 
give up. filled with determination and enthusiasm  
 
The space becomes alive / Marks in space / Fear 
 
A rhythm starts from the background radio sound: fragments of news stories 
start repeating and forming a rhythm. The background continues changing, 
now more apparently, and hidden text / marks begin to appear (Square Kufic 
letter fragments and letters, also flowing Ghubar script). Tension begins to 
build up. 
 
While sitting at the typewriter, the writer can sense that something unusual is 
happening but thinks he is imagining things due to his tired state. Eventually 
he cannot ignore it anymore and starts investigating. 
 
At first he does not see the background movements since they are behind 
him. When he finally notices, he is consternated and panics. He examines 
the marks more closely and “feels / reads” the space with his body. He is 
afraid.  
 
 
 

 
The figure emerges from the text 
 
Small human figures begin to appear in the background text. The sound of 
news fragments disintegrates into incomprehensible words, then isolated 
sounds, and finally pure rhythm. Tension builds up. 
 
The writer continues exploring the space. He is now very curious and by now 
has completely forgotten about his work. 
 
An elusive, softly lit moving form (the muse) is trying to emerge from the 
background text. But every time she appears and he turns around, she is 
gone again. He knows she is there but his eye cannot seem to catch her. 
 
Eventually the writer puts on a blindfold and instantaneously the figure of the 
muse fully appears (the blindfold symbolises the writer’s entry into the 
dynamic world of text and the action is a trigger and cue for spatial 
transformation). The moment of her emergence is also marked by change in 
sound. Tension released. 
  
The moment the blindfold is on, the entire space slowly begins transforms. 
A reversal in figure-ground occurs, moving mages from the background now 
visible in the foreground too. Change in lighting state. 
 
Transition to dynamic world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
ACT II 
   
 
Scripts 
 
Dynamic world. Text moves in the foreground, synchronised to the rhythm. 
 
The writer has suddenly found himself in another world. He is amazed and 
excited, but also apprehensive and cautious. He watches, mesmerised, as 
the muse dances around him. 
 
Her movements respond to the rhythm, so naturally that in fact it seems like 
it is her movements that are generating the rhythm. Different rhythms trigger 
different scripts (cause and effect). Scripts (and rhythm) appear one by one 
in order from slowest to fastest (Jazm, Kufic, Maghribi, Muhaqqaq, Rihan, 
Naskh, Tolt, Thuluth, Tawqi, Riqa), then mix. It is the same phrase that is 
being written each time, but in different scripts. Movement also repeats the 
same “phrase”, but changes in quality according to each script (the idea of 
different ways of saying same the phrase, resulting to different meaning each 
time). 
 
The rise in energy and dynamism of the scripts reflects the development of 
the muse’s attitude towards the timid writer. Although she is also shocked by 
his presence, she was already aware of him before he appeared in her 
world. She can sense his fear of the unknown and at first is also afraid of him 
but gradually warms up and feels comfortable around him. She even tries to 
coax him into dancing with her, but he is too awkward and has no rhythm. All 
of his attention is on her and he tries to follow her but with difficulty. It is not 
long before she taken by the writer and begins to fall in love with him. But her 
feelings are mixed and she alternates between forward aggression and 
reserved caution. 
 
The writer removes the blindfold. 
 
Transition to static world. Sound fades to background. 
 
Text made of scripts from dynamic world now visible in the space. 
Background slowly changing, as before. 

 
The writer is back in his work space and feeling overwhelmed by what just 
happened. He looks around (but does not see the new scripts yet), not sure 
if he is really back or if he had just dreamt the whole thing. But just as he  
decides that it was all a dream, he notices the new scripts. He studies them 
and is amazed by their beauty and expressiveness. At first he is exhilarated 
but soon the excitement dies down and he wants more. The scripts remind 
him of the muse and her movement and he realises that she had been real 
after all and wonders how he can find her again. 
 
Just then, a familiar rhythm is heard and her softly lit form appears again. 
Although he cannot see her, he knows she is there. Excited, the writer puts 
on the blindfold again. 
 
Transition to dynamic world. 
 
Transmission 
 
Dynamic world. Text moves in the foreground, synchronised to the rhythm. 
 
The writer and the muse are reunited. They are overjoyed to be in each 
other’s presence again. The writer is more at ease in this world now. She still 
has mixed feelings and does not fully trust him, but with a bit of 
encouragement from the writer, she forgets her worries. 
 
She teaches him the movements and they begin to move together. She 
transmits movement to him and he receives it. His own movement is 
transformed by learning from her.    
 
Scripts in sound, visuals and movement are the same ones as previously, 
with the addition of the “most energetic” ones (Ta’liq, Nasta’liq, Shikasta, 
Diwani, Jali Diwani, Musalsal). Again different ways of saying the same 
phrase. 
 
The writer removes the blindfold. 
 
Transition to static world. Sound fades to background. 
 
New scripts from previous part now visible in the space. Background slowly 



 

 

changing, as before. 
The writer immediately seeks out the new scripts, happy to see things 
happening according to a new pattern of expectation. Since the scripts look 
even more impressive than the last ones, he is ecstatic and starts to repeat 
the movements he has just learned. But he suddenly feels like a fool dancing 
with empty space and stops as he realises that something is still missing. 
When he looks to the scripts again, he sees that although the writing looks 
dynamic, it is essentially crystallized and lacking the movement it had in the 
dynamic world. He becomes frustrated and wants more. His frustration 
escalates into anger and fury. He needs to find the muse again.  
 
Full of passionate ecstasy and with a new sense of confidence, the writer 
puts on the blindfold. Background rhythm takes over. 
 
Transition to dynamic world.  
 
Extraction of movement through writing 
 
Dynamic world. Text moves in the foreground, synchronised to the rhythm. 
 
The writer and the muse are once again reunited and the muse is surprised 
that he is back again so soon, but is still ecstatic. However, soon she senses 
that the writer is acting in a strangely obsessive and forceful way. Finally she 
begins to recoil. 
 
Scripts are the same ones as previously, but in reverse order, starting from 
Musalsal and going back to the slowest. Once again different ways of saying 
the same phrase, from happy to sad. 
 
The writer begins moving with the muse as before, then starts writing as she 
continues moving. He is “extracting” her movement. The more he does this, 
the less intense her movement becomes. But the less she moves, the more 
angry and obsessive he gets. He wants to capture her movement, keep her 
in the static world with him forever. He becomes violent and frantic in his 
writing, covering all possible surfaces in a mad frenzy. Without noticing, with 
every stroke, he is inflicts pain in her as text is severed from body, and she 
moves less and less. The faster he writes, the slower she moves. He is 
literally sucking the life out of her. 
 

The writer finally loses his patience, anxious to see the results, and 
passionately tears off the blindfold. 
 
Transition to static world. 
Light bursts on. Brightness. Static world. Harsh sobriety. Stark contrast. 
Lighting as in Act I. 
Sound stops abruptly. Empty silence. 
 
At the very same moment, the muse freezes, motionless (she is dead). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

ACT III 
 
 
Death 
 
Static world. Same scripts visible in the space as before, the writer, and the 
lifeless body of the muse. The static world is now transformed (lighting), 
exposing the superficiality of the material world: objects appear empty, 
insubstantial. In transparency, the essence has been “unveiled“, by the 
removal of the veil of “material clutter”. Background slowly changing. 
 
The sound of fragments of news stories from the radio repeating, forming a 
rhythm of incomprehensible sounds. The disintegration of language and 
communication. Similar as in Act I but more fore grounded.  
 
The writer see before him the lifeless body of the muse. 
 
Absence 
 
Fragmented sound continues. 
 
The writer looks at the scripts and suddenly understands everything. The 
scripts now seem cruelly static and have lost all meaning now that the muse 
is not alive. For they were a mere sign of something which could never be 
captured: movement itself. In trying to make the scripts dynamic, he had 
actually been using her essence, which he destroyed by capturing it in static 
form. For without the living, breathing, moving body of the muse, the 
expression and life of the scripts was impossible. Through his greed, 
fundamental ignorance, and failure to understand her world and what she 
had been trying to say all along, he destroyed the person he loved. 
 
The scripts are now only flimsy pieces of paper and nothing more. 
 
Anger turns into despair, into grief, and finally resignation. He sits back down 
at the typewriter, his head in his hands, lost. 
 
He is once again alone. With only the signs that evoke her memory. 
 
Gradual fadeout. The muse exits in darkness. 

Memory 
 
This scene resembles very closely the very first scene. The writer is sitting at 
the desk and staring into space, thinking. Radio playing in the background: 
sound of static. Background slowly changing, as before.  
 
Perhaps the writer is remembering . . . 
 
A trace of previous rhythms fades in. In the background, the softly lit form of 
the muse is moving to the music. She is as if inside the static texts, trying to 
remerge again, elusive, appearing and disappearing behind each one as 
they light up in turn. A ghost, or an echo. 
 
The writer did not see this but now gets up and slowly walks over the texts, 
getting close to them, as the muse moves within them / on the other side. 
A wall of text divides them. 
 
Translation 
 
The writing continues to exist as a trace of the essence of the muse and her 
movement, also a portal to the other world. She has reappeared again but 
due to his ensuing ignorance, the writer does not know how to reach her. 
 
The writer sits down and starts typing again, first uneasily, then with 
confidence. Turning point: he discovers that he now has the movements 
which the muse transmitted inside him. This is revealed in a moment of 
translation . . . 
 
The rhythm fades to background static. 
The message - an English translation of the text - slowly appears over the 
dancing scripts. The letters also reveal a negative shape of a human figure. 
The writer slowly exits as the muse continues moving within the scripts. 
 
Fadeout. 
Sound of “dialing in” online, a female voice on the telephone, repeated . . . 
 
Are you there? Hello? Hell-o-o? etc. 
 
This is a twist: the search for disembodied, virtual presence. 



 

 

Storyboard (work-in-progress) 
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Text (work-in-progress) 
 
These are working ideas for the content of the text used in the animated 
video projections. It will appear in the different Arabic scripts and finally its 
translation will be revealed in English: 
 
 
Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in 
a spirit of brotherhood. 
 
Translation: 

 
 
The full charter of rights will be revealed at the end. It can be found at: 
http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html (English) 
http://www.unhchr.ch/udhr/lang/arz.htm (Arabic) 
 
The Irish Proclamation of Freedom 
http://www.iol.ie/~dluby/proclaim.htm 
 
(Excerpt from): 
The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal 
opportunities of all its citizens, and declares its resolve to pursue the 
happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and of all its parts, cherishing 
all the children of the nation equally, and oblivious of the differences carefully 
fostered by an alien government, which have divided a minority in the past. 
 
Translation: 

 

 
 
Poem by T.S. Eliot: 
Words move, music moves 
Only in time; but that which is only living 
Can only die. Words, after speech, reach 
Into the silence.                                                                               Translation:                           

 
 
 
 
 
An old Arab saying: 
Seeing is hearing, hearing is seeing                                               Translation:                           

 
 
 
 
 

From Arab Jaimi, 15th century: 
“. . . experience is discrete not casual, synchronistic and the Universe 
consists of accidents pertaining to a single substance which is the Reality 
underlying all existences. This universe is changed and renewed 
unceasingly at every moment and every breath. Every instant one universe is 
annihilated and another resembling it takes its place . . . In consequence of 
this rapid succession, the spectator is deceived into the belief that the 
universe is a permanent existence . . . Thus it never happens that the very 
being is revealed for two successive moments under the guise of the same 
phenomena.” 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Qasidah 
The Qasidah is a form of poetry from pre-Islamic Arabia. It typically runs 
more than 50 lines, and sometimes more than 100. It is made up of couplets. 
The two halves of the first couplet rhyme and the second part of each of the 
other couplets rhymes with the first couplet (AA BA CA DA EA ...). The 
classic form maintains a single elaborate meter (a meter is a continuous 
rhythm - qafiyah - based on consonants) throughout the poem, and every 
line rhymes. These poems are considered some of the most elaborate in the 
world. Arabic poetry is based largely on harmonies of sound and striking 
turns of phrasing. Most noted of all the Arab poets was Mutanabbi (905-965). 
In translation, Mutanabbi's verses lose all value. Deprived of their Arabic 
melody they seem mere bombast and absurdity. 
 
In the ka'aba (the "cubic" temple in Mecca kept as the central shrine of 
Islam after all the religious statues had been removed), there were a 
number of poems "hanged" on the walls. Some of these hanged poems 
were allowed to remain after the Muslim order was established. The 
definite unit of such poems is the line; each line was polished to 
perfection, the overall poetic structure less important. The result is 
known as a "string of pearls". 
 
The Poem of Imru-Ul-Quais 
http://www.sacred-texts.com/isl/hanged/hanged1.htm 
First few lines: 
 
Stop, oh my friends, let us pause to weep over the remembrance of my 
beloved. 
Here was her abode on the edge of the sandy desert between Dakhool and 
Howmal. 
 
The traces of her encampment are not wholly obliterated even now. 
For when the South wind blows the sand over them the North wind sweeps it 
away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ghazal Poetry 
The courtly love genre of qasidah poetry, which became known as the 
ghazal, focuses on devotion towards a woman who was beyond approach 
and with whom love could never be consummated. Poems written in this 
genre focus on the pain of longing and the passions of the heart and are 
nearly free of eroticism and references to physical desire. Poets writing in 
this genre usually devote all of their output, or at the very least a long 
sequence of poems, to a single love interest. The nature of the ghazal 
changed drastically to meet the demands of light musical entertainment. It 
generally became a briefer composition and its choice of meter changed. 
Instead of the long, ponderous meters that had been favoured for the 
qasidahs, lighter meters were preferred, along with abridged variants of the 
longer meters. Instead of focusing on nostalgic reminisces of the homeland 
and the loved-ones left behind, the focus of ghazals became romantic or 
erotic, or otherwise highly stylised and affected. The ghazal is essentially a 
rhythmical love poem, about unrequited love. 
 
On Moderation In Our Pleasures (by Abu Alcassim Ebn Tabataba) 
How oft does passion's grasp destroy  
The pleasure that it strives to gain?  
How soon the thoughtless course of joy  
Is doomed to terminate in pain?  
When prudence would thy steps delay,  
She but restrains to make thee blest;  
Whate'er from joy she lops away,  
But heightens and secures the rest.  
Wouldst thou a trembling flame expand,  
That hastens in the lamp to die?  
With careful touch, with sparing hand,  
The feeding stream of life supply.  
But if thy flask profusely sheds  
A rushing torrent o'er the blaze,  
Swift round the sinking flame it spreads,  
And kills the fire it fain would raise.  
 
To My Favorite Mistress (by Saif Addaulet, Sultan of Aleppo) 
I saw their jealous eyeballs roll,  
I saw them mark each glance of mine,  
I saw thy terrors, and my soul  



 

 

Shared ev'ry pang that tortured thine.  
In vain to wean my constant heart,  
Or quench my glowing flame, they strove;  
Each deep-laid scheme, each envious art,  
But waked my fears for her I love.  
'Twas this compelled the stern decree,  
That forced thee to those distant towers,  
And left me naught but love for thee,  
To cheer my solitary hours.  
Yet let not Abla sink deprest,  
Nor separation's pangs deplore;  
We meet not---'tis to meet more blest;  
We parted---'tis to part no more. 
 
 
Poetry by Rumi 
The qasidah / ghazal was later inherited by the Persians and became longer 
sometimes, and was used and developed immensely. Mevlana Celaleddin-i 
Rumi, the 13th century Turkish poet and mystic, wrote ghazals in Persian. His 
work represents the height of poetry and music was highly regarded by 
mystics for his consciousness of universal unity: 
 
This World Which Is Made of Our Love for Emptiness 
 
Praise to the emptiness that blanks out existence. Existence:  
This place made from our love for that emptiness!  
 
Yet somehow comes emptiness,  
this existence goes.  
 
Praise to that happening, over and over!  
For years I pulled my own existence out of emptiness.  
 
Then one swoop, one swing of the arm,  
that work is over.  
 
Free of who I was, free of presence, free of dangerous fear, hope,  
free of mountainous wanting.  
 

The here-and-now mountain is a tiny piece of a piece of straw  
blown off into emptiness.  
 
These words I'm saying so much begin to lose meaning:  
Existence, emptiness, mountain, straw:  
 
Words and what they try to say swept  
out the window, down the slant of the roof.   
 
Gone to the Unseen 
At last you have departed and gone to the Unseen. 
What marvelous route did you take from this world? 
Beating your wings and feathers, 
you broke free from this cage. 
Rising up to the sky 
you attained the world of the soul. 
You were a prized falcon trapped by an Old Woman. 
Then you heard the drummer's call 
and flew beyond space and time. 
As a lovesick nightingale, you flew among the owls. 
Then came the scent of the rose garden 
and you flew off to meet the Rose. 
The wine of this fleeting world 
caused your head to ache. 
Finally you joined the tavern of Eternity. 
Like an arrow, you sped from the bow 
and went straight for the bull's eye of bliss. 
This phantom world gave you false signs 
But you turned from the illusion 
and journeyed to the land of truth. 
You are now the Sun - 
what need have you for a crown? 
You have vanished from this world - 
what need have you to tie your robe? 
I've heard that you can barely see your soul. 
But why look at all? - 
yours is now the Soul of Souls! 
O heart, what a wonderful bird you are. 
Seeking divine heights, 



 

 

Flapping your wings, 
you smashed the pointed spears of your enemy. 
The flowers flee from Autumn, but not you - 
You are the fearless rose 
that grows amidst the freezing wind. 
Pouring down like the rain of heaven 
you fell upon the rooftop of this world. 
Then you ran in every direction 
and escaped through the drain spout . . . 
Now the words are over 
and the pain they bring is gone. 
Now you have gone to rest  
in the arms of the Beloved. 
 
 
Text about  blindness being more real than sight 
(see Power Plant exhibition author) 
 
 
Free-flowing train of thought . . . 
The following are words and phrases related to communication through body 
language, the five senses, and the impossibility of experiencing certain 
things through sight / writing alone. These things, which can never be 
captured through writing, mean nothing when transformed into words, for the 
body they refer to is absent. Meaning comes from the way they are read / 
said - whether in an angry or gently way - the same phrase can have 
completely different connotations depending on how it is pronounced / 
danced / sung . . . The absence of a lover. Misunderstanding, loss of subtext, 
cultural gaps . . . 
 
the breathing body 
the sound of your voice 
the smell of your skin 
the texture of your hair 
adjectives: smooth, soft, hard 
sweat 
the rhythm that your feet make 
the tapping of your fingers 
the vibrating of your knee 
the quiver of your lips 

the twitch of your eyebrow 
the flicker of your eyelashes 
the scratching of your nails 
your reverberating laugh 
your nervous giggle 
the look in your eyes 
your essence 
the sound of your gasp / cough 
the pressure of your touch 
the warmth of your hand 
the coldness of your cheek 
the gait of your walk 
the wiggling of your toes 
the smell of your breath 
the way you touch me 
the way your voice resonates and moves the air particles 
the echo of your song 
the bounce in your walk 
the funny noises you sometimes make 
your snoring when you sleep 
the excitement in your voice when... 
the way your eyes light up when you see me 
the way your body freezes when I touch you 
the way you turn your face away 
the way you look away 
the way you look at me 
the way you smile without meaning it 
the way you smile 
the way you avoid my gaze 
the way you say "I love you" 
the sarcasm in your voice 
the love in your voice 
the pain in your voice 
the tenderness of your touch 
the abruptness of your touch 
the guilt in your eyes 
the awkwardness in your smile 
the conviction in your smile 
did I miss it? 
the daggers in your eyes as you tell me... 
did I miss something? 
the fear in your voice 
the mistrust in your handshake 



 

 

the distance in your eyes 
the words "I love you" 
the question in your answer 
the answer in your question 
are you asking me or telling me? 
 
 
Words / phrases related to space, the limitations of sight and 
communication: 
 
The eyes see all but me 
The eyes see but never me 
You cannot see me with your eyes open 
The open eyes see, see all except me 
The eyes see, but never see me 
The eyes see all but never me 
The open eyes see, but cannot see me 
Your looking eyes see all the lies, and everything but me 
Seeing eyes see all the lies, and everything but me 
Don’t believe your eyes, and you will be surprised 
Don’t look with your eyes, if you want to see me 
Don’t see with your eyes, for I know not of lies 
See not with your eyes, and you will be surprised 
If you close your eyes you will see 
Close your eyes and see me 
Close your eyes and see 
Close your eyes and look around 
 
T H O U G H T S 
I D E A S 
V A L U E S 
E M O T I O N S 
L I S T E N 
F E E L 
A B S O R B 
E X P E R I E N C E 
C A T C H   M E   I F   Y O U   C A N 
S P A C E   I S   N O T   E M PT Y 
I N T E N S I T I E S 
D E N S I T I E S 
V A R I A T I O N S 
F R E Q U E N C I E S 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You will never know 
 
E L U S I V E 
D Y N A M I C 
F L U I D 
C H A N G E 
 
What do you mean? 
What are you trying to say? 
I don’t understand 
I don’t speak your language 
You’re in my space 
You’re strange 
 
With these words I would like to convey what is deep inside my heart and at the 
depths of my body and soul 
To let you know how I feel 
To show you inside my heart 
To forever bridge the gap between you and me 
From one universe to another 
 
How do I find the words to tell you how I feel? 
How do I let you know what is in my heart? 
 
I cannot find the words to tell you how I feel 
I am searching for the perfect way to express how I feel 
But some things are hard to express in words 
You will never know what I have to say 
You will never know what is in my heart 
You will never know 
 
Space is not empty and the body does not end at the skin 



 

 

Set Design (work-in-progress) 
 
The set is conceived of as the space of the text, which switches between the 
static and dynamic worlds. The same set will transform from one state to the 
other through lighting and projections. The focus switches between 
background and foreground, things emerging from the “unseen” and coming 
alive with movement. 
 
The set itself will be made of planar surfaces and three dimensional objects 
lit in different ways. There will also be an invisible shark tooth screen 
downstage. The surfaces and objects are all “background” in the static 
space, serving as “wallpaper” projection surfaces, while in the dynamic 
space they becomes fore-grounded via moving text and visuals. When in the 
middle section scripts appear in the static space, they are written on the 3D 
objects. When the muse is first emerging from the text and also reappearing 
at the end, it is also from behind the surfaces. In the static world, all objects 
appear solid and limited, as in everyday life. In the dynamic world they are 
transparent and the moving text “dissolves” them. At the end, the static world 
resembles the dynamic space, when essence is “unveiled” and materiality 
erased through transparency. There will also be a writing desk and props. 
 
The set should be transportable and so everything must designed to be 
disassembled easily. 
 
 

 
 

 
Section 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Plan 
Projection size based on throw ratio of 2:1 (throw distance to projection width) 



 

 

Lighting 
 
There are two main lighting states: the static and dynamic worlds. 
 
The first is lit quite brightly, a world of solid three-dimensional objects. The 
shark tooth screen is not visible at all. At the beginning it is cold and stark. In 
the middle section, it has a warmer glow to it. At the end, it is cold again but 
different from the start: it now also resembles the dynamic world through all 
objects (frames stretched with fabric) becoming transparent when backlit. 
 
Lighting in the dynamic world is minimal as projections (on background and 
on shark tooth screen downstage) need darkness to be effective, their light 
catching and defining the contours of all surfaces that they touch. In fact, the 
only light needed is to illuminate the dancers. 
 
The transformation of the space from one world / lighting state to the other 
happens through the device of figure-ground reversal, which acts as a toggle 
between the two worlds and is an important transition in the piece, repeated 
around three times. This transition, also apparent in sound, must be smooth, 
sometimes faster, sometimes slower. The effect is that the background 
(projections moving in space) actually “extends” into the foreground, a 
gradual change. In the opposite direction, the change can be more abrupt. 
 
 
 
Props 
 
Desk (part of set design) 
Chair 
Typewriter 
Radio (battery-operated) 
Blindfold 
 
 
 
 

Inspiration 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Islamic Architecture 
Ornament is not treated as a form of surface adornment but rather is integral 
with the form itself, creating a unified whole. Geometric patterns often dictate 
architectural proportions. Calligraphy is also used on surfaces of buildings. 
 

    
 
Thuluth script on minaret                      Thuluth script projected onto object 
(static)                                                   - an experiment with video projections  
                                                             (animated light)      



 

 

Photos from my trip to Iran 
Solid, void, transparency, light 
 

     
 
Surface ornament and calligraphy integrated with architectural volume 
 

     
 

    

 
Square Kufic text embedded as ornament in background 
 

   
 

       



 

 

Very old examples of script in and on plaster 
 

   
 
The word "Ali" written on objects / floating freely on walls of old mosque 
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contemporary Architecture 
Reminiscent of traditional Islamic architecture: screens create volume and 
transparency at the same time 
 

   
 

   
 

       



 

 

Surface and Volume 
Traditional Islamic patterns applied to Platonic and Archimedean polyhedra 
 

  
 
Late Neolithic carved stone balls 
Regular and semi-regular geometrical polyhedra found in Scotland and 
Northern Ireland; spherical representation of cube by Celts. 
 

 

Rudolf Laban (dance artist and theorist) 
In Laban theory, there is a relationship between movement of the individual 
and movement of the cosmos. Space is full of movement pathways, with a 
complex system of geometry based on crystalline forms (icosahedron), or 
Platonic solids, and the structure of the body. The body actively and three 
dimensionally interacts with the volume of the environment, which is “carved 
through”. Choreutics: scientific analysis of forms in movement applied to all 
human motion. Based on the individual's relation to surrounding space, it 
specifies twelve primary directions of movement derived from complex 
geometric figures. Laban Movement Analysis takes this further: inner 
impulse to move determines the quality of movement. Through analysis of 
this quality of movement, the individual’s inner state is determined. Four 
categories: Body (and its moving body parts), Effort (Space: Direct / Indirect 
Weight: Strong / Light Time: Quick / Sustained Flow: Bound / Free), Shape 
(form, modes of change, qualities, flow support), and Space (kinesphere 
etc.). Also: serpentine shape = sudden movement. Rhythm and phrasing. 
 

 



 

 

Figure-ground and the Gestalt Theory of Perception 
The 20th century (German) theory holds that there is a bias in perception for 
simple configurations, the organism an active agent reaching out towards the 
environment, with an inbuilt sense of order. The mind has a tendency to 
produce simple, clear-cut forms by eliminating the incoherent and 
inarticulate. Visual perception is organised in terms of “figure and ground” 
and everything in the field of vision becomes either one or the other. 
However, Rubin’s famous faces-vase drawing demonstrates that figure-
ground perception is ambiguous. If two areas are of similar size, they have 
“reversible” figure and ground. 
 

                                        
 
In principle, the figure is smaller than the ground, has distinguishable parts, 
clear contours, appears closer to the observer, has a “thing-like” quality, and 
is more organized than the ground. What is figure and what is ground is 
determined by proximity, similarity, closure of contours, and good 
continuation. Concave contours appear as holes and convex as figures. 
There is a tendency to convexity and continuity of direction. Thin elements 
seem to pass behind large ones. “Goodness” of form involves simplicity, 
regularity, stability, balance, order, harmony, and homogeneity. When a 
figure is embedded in a background, it is said to be camouflaged. There is 
no space perception in a field with no heterogeneity. 
 
Perceptual equilibrium is reached with “closure“, when form stabilises and 
ceases to fluctuate, sometimes through the mind filling in made-up missing 
information (amodal completion). In principle, there is a tendency to closure. 
Intensity and quality of background noise (random vs. organized) plays a 
part in defining figure and ground relationships in sound. 

Islamic Ornament and the Void 
In Islamic art, geometry is the intermediary between the material and spiritual 
worlds. Ancient Arabs believed that the study of geometry (also mathematics 
and astronomy) was the gate to knowledge of the essence of the soul. 
According to Galileo, the book of the universe is written in triangles, circles, 
and squares, and only with this language (of mathematics), can we 
comprehend it. 

                                      
 
In the Arabesque, positive and negative space interlace, and are equally 
important, figure and ground constantly reversible and the interlace creating 
ambiguity. Depicting anything created imitates the work of the Creation; also, 
there is no image of God except Light. The Void represents God’s trace, 
beyond “things”. Empty space infuses form, and the mind is no longer 
imprisoned in the solidification of matter. Objects appear vacuous and 
illusory, while the void takes on positive form. Since the Divine has no 
concrete form, the void is the gate through which the  Divine enters material 
order. The void makes matter transparent, reveals its impermanent nature 
and infuses with the Divine. Space is carved and conceived of in relation to 
the surrounding surface (not object), as in an Arabic bazaar, cut through the 
density of material form. 
 

          



 

 

The Patterns of Escher 
Through tessellation of patterns with shared contours, pictures carve into 
each other and determine each other’s shapes and figure-ground 
relationships are ambiguous, constantly shifting. This is the wallpaper effect. 
 

                                           
 
Escher was inspired by Islamic ornament in the Alhambra, Spain. The 
patterns there fall between concrete and abstract representation. There are 
no concrete recognizable figures, but abstracted geometric shapes, some 
suggesting creatures/animals. Space-filling rhythmic designs cover plane 
surfaces, with no gaps left over, in a periodic division of the plane. The act of 
replication is synonymous with life (DNA), infinite. 
 
Escher also created parallel worlds with impossible architecture, two 
perspectives sharing a common dimension. These independent, coexisting 
universes are linked by gates. Here, what is possible in thinking might not be 
possible in seeing (and vice versa). 
 

                                        

Celtic Ornament 
The Book of Kells also has impossible figures. It is full of animated figures, 
entangled creatures, and body parts creating patterns. There are also knots, 
braiding and continuous interlace, and figure-ground is often ambiguous, in 
an Escher-esque space. Pages themselves read as fields of space, the text 
itself sometimes virtually illegible. 
 

   
 
Due to the limitations of the human senses, what is seen and heard is only a 
partial image and a mere echo of the original. There are many references to 
(spiritual) blindness. Meaning lies in between the lines of text, and in the 
margins. Text is interrupted by images, and animals move in between the 
lines, reacting to and interacting with the text; there is a blurred line between 
image and text. Figures are often inside the letters themselves, emerging 
from them, as Christ is inside the body, to be revealed. Images open up the 
senses and lead to God, by looking through them. One must look beyond the 
scriptures for the spirit, going beyond the outward symbol and shell of the 
word, led from the visible to the invisible. 
 

               



 

 

Transparency 
 
X-ray transparency of objects 
 

      
 
Sololuminescence (X-ray photography) 
http://www.portablepalace.com/x/index.html 
http://www.thebubble.ie/xhtml/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=98&Itemid= 
 
Transparency through lighting 
Part of stage set for MA Scenography final show Space is Not Empty 
 

    

Antony Gormely (sculptor / installation artist) 
Figures in space defying gravity / in unusual places; “virtual“ figures having 
both form and transparency, the body extending into space; space tangible  
 

     
 

   
 

   
 



 

 

Aoki Jun (architect and set designer) 
Fiber installation and lighting make space tangible. 
 

 
 
A Disappearing Number by Theatre de Complicite 
(theatre performance) 
Numbers projected into space / onto scrim and set 

   
 
 
Habib Albi (poetry recitation using objects and props) 
Words appear or are revealed in space as the performer recites poetry 
(on overhead, lampshade, curtain etc.) 

Cursive I and II by Cloud Gate Dance Theatre of Taiwan (dance piece) 
http://www.cloudgate.org.tw/eng/ 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FU_3tRpSMvo 
Movement is inspired by Chinese calligraphy, a dance of the body which 
channels energy into the ink brush. To find movement, dancers faced a wall 
of writing and tried to capture the pen’s energy through their bodies; found 
movements include both smooth flow and sharp punctuation. There are 
black costumes and a white set, onto which black characters are projected. 
A black curtain is revealed, and screens suspended in mid-air. Flashes of 
red suggest seals. Performers move in white rectangles projected onto the 
ground. At one point, the stage is a giant scroll, calligraphy projected 
everywhere, even on the proscenium and dancers, bodies and text merged. 
 

       
 
Antoni Tapies (painter) 
Mixed media / writing in sand 
 

 
 
Czech film (title unknown) 
Writing on dirty glass 



 

 

Manuscript from the Chester Beatty Library 
 

   
 
Leszek Madzik (set designer) 
http://www.kul.lublin.pl/art_2805.html 
Paper sets 
 

     
 

 
 

Rebecca Horn (installation artist / painter) 
The work explores the human body, its emotional trajectories and physical 
limitations, and its presence manifest through writing and marks in space. 
She works with text, poetry, narrative, metaphor. Bodylandscapes are large-
scale drawings that match the artist’s height and are made by using the body 
like a compass. In Book of Ashes, a giant pole writes history in sand on a 
mirror, a negative shadow of the words reflected onto the white gallery walls. 
In Light imprisoned in the belly of a whale, words are projected and reflected 
onto water and walls of the room, the words slow rotating in a dreamlike 
effect. Music accompanies many of these kinetic installations. 
 

      
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
Transmissions of the Invisible by Peter Chin (dance performance) 
Huge white torn surfaces with projections, more than one projection on same 
screen, with irregular edges 



 

 

Video Projections 
 
Background projections serve as ever-changing wallpaper. These are 
textures reminiscent of geometric Islamic patterns, also reminiscent of Celtic 
interlacing. These change extremely slowly (see Brian Eno) in a constant 
reversal of figure-ground. The voids are full of miniscule text (Ghubar). 
Hidden, embedded text (Square Kufic) and figures emerge from this 
“wallpaper” (as a layer coming to the foreground) at the beginning.       
 
In the dynamic world, these same background projections seem to pop out 
as the lights fade out, then become animated in a constant flow of text mixed 
with strokes, shapes and waveforms (evoking frequencies) reminiscent of 
selected Arabic scripts (see Appendix C for details). Since the animated text 
is projected onto black background, when projected into darkness, only the 
text is visible and seems to float in space. Several layers of different sizes of 
text and speed of movement create the illusion of spatial depth. When they 
illuminate surfaces and moving dancers which they hit, they shows fleeting 
traces of their outlines. Hence, the background is now fore-grounded. 
 
When the writer takes off his blindfold again, the lights fade back on and 
projections become background again. But the static space appears 
changed each time, with new scripts projected onto 3D objects - which the 
writer “wrote” while in the dynamic space. These remain exactly the same 
each time we see the static space, with new ones added etc., all the way 
until the end, and the muse moves among and behind them in the last part. 
 
The pulsating light in the prelude can also be projections, whatever is most 
effective. The clashing text should appear in the background so as to not 
give away the effect of the shark tooth screen until the first transformation 
into the dynamic world. The translation at the end appears in the foreground. 
 
The animated video projections, especially in the dynamic world, should be 
synched with the sound. Ideally they respond to the actions and movements 
of the dancers. Just as the graphodyne records changes in writing pressure 
in the form of tracings (see Appendix D), the visuals should seem to 
correspond to the movements of the body.  
 
See Technical Requirements for how to create the projections.  

Inspiration 
 
 
 
Modern Arabic calligraphy artists 
 
Hassan Massoudy (based in Paris) 
http://pagesperso-orange.fr/hassan.massoudy/index.htm 
Also created a show of improvisations entitled “Calligraphie d’ombre et de 
lumiere” / “Calligraphy of light and shade” where calligraphies are created 
before the eyes of the spectator, black letters contrasting with light. Phrases, 
words and letters are projected on the screen. Each letter slowly takes shape 
flowing freely in the bright light, then the movement accelerates, the word 
charged with energy eventually finds its perfect balance. In 1995 he worked 
on the design of the set for the ballet “Selim” with dancer Kader Belarbi and 
singer Houria Aichi, choreography from Kalemenis. In 2005, he collaborated 
with dancer/choreographer Carolyn Carlson and musician Kudsi Erguner to 
create the show “Metaphore” (with 3 other dancers and 3 other musicians), a 
harmony of music, dance and calligraphy. 

                   

   



 

 

Nja Mahdaoui (Tunisia) 
http://www.nja-mahdaoui.com/ 
Also designed a dance performance called “Body-Writing” 
Bottom image: structure and striation  
 

      
 

 

Artists unknown 
Layered calligraphy as texture, with spatial depth 
 

   
 
Ali Omar Ermes 
 

 



 

 

Pooya Aryanpour (Iran) 
http://pooyaaryanpour.com/ 
Gestural marks 
 

    
 
Mike Manzoor 
Arabic letter as pure tracing of a line of movement 
 

 

Sadegh Tabrizi (Iran) 
Dancing marks inspired by calligraphy 
 

     
 

     



 

 

Artists working with calligraphy and the body 
 
Shirin Neshat (video artist / photographer) 
Arabic text written on the body 
 

     
 
The Pillow Book by Peter Greenaway (film) 
Chinese calligraphy explores the relationship between writing and the body. 
Chinese writing is completely pictographic and not at all phonetic; the spoken 
and written language unrelated. Pure brushwork conveys abstractions of the 
mind as black marks on white ground. In the film, two lovers are obsessed 
with writing on the body, used like the page of a book. Eventually this 
happens literally when human skin becomes parchment, and the writer too 
disappears, and only the text remains. This echoes the origins of writing and 
its separation from its natural referents, the split between language and the 
body. The living body is sacrificed in the name of the written word, the sign 
substituted for the real self. Calligraphy is also projected onto the film set. 
 

      
 

 

Ahmad Moualla (Syria) 
http://ahmadmoualla.com/ 
Writing as subtraction of top layer of thick paint to reveal colour underneath, 
writing as process of "carving through" space; figures intermingled with text 
 

 
 
Decorative figures from the Wade Cup 
(13th century Islamic artefact, Cleveland Museum) 
Figures mix with writing; marching in line, animated; similar to Book of Kells 
 

  



 

 

Abstract Painting 
 
Joan Miro 
Signs, constellations, floating in space and creating depth perception 
 

   
 
Kandinsky 
Related to music; fields of action; synaesthesia 
 

   
 
Andrea Maguire 
http://www.andreamaguire.com/ 
Boundary between figure and space blurred 
 

 

Film and Video 
 
Norman MacLaren (film maker) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=we3WUEfh37c 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ro_uYtPigvY 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uC0w-yhkR1I&feature=related 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mc1DlBU18Fw 
http://www.nfb.ca/webextension/65ans/mclaren_oeuvre.php 
Early animations made by scratching on film; simple; lines; structuralist; 
also accompanied by sound / music 
 

      
 

         
 
 
 
Some:Time (dance performance using video projection, Dublin) 
http://www.thebubble.ie/week9.html 
Projected image of body blurred into abstract lines that look like writing; 
360 degree holographic image 



 

 

Labcoats on Clouds (dance performance using video projection, Prague) 
Two projection screens (back screen & transparent / shark tooth screen at 
the front) create the effect of objects moving in space, i.e. leaves falling 
 
Visual Mapping 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bRfdn9lNO8 
Video on matching projections to perspective of projection surfaces 
 
77 Million Paintings by Brian Eno (digital art) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VRkNrWp6tLg 
Textures slowly morphing, too slow for the eye to register the process of 
change; layers come forth / recede 
 

   
 
Video installation at Chiasma Art Gallery, Helsinki (artist unknown) 
Tiny animated text projected onto a wall; text arranges itself into different 
shapes, dissolves, forms new shapes... 
 

    
 
 

Rain Text (special effect of falling letters for video animation) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=toWFvXHghDk 
 
 
Alvo Noto and Ruichi Sakamoto (video projections for live music) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kZ5uGjjAvNI 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjMvQHgAgjg 
Minimal electronic music generates simple projections of pulsating light  
“intensities”, visuals synchronized with sound 
 

          
 
 
Light Graffiti (special effect) 
http://graffitiresearchlab.com/?page_id=76 
http://muonics.net/blog/index.php?postid=15 
http://www.rezine69.com/ 
http://www.vimeo.com/1659042 
Achieved using a video projector and laser pointer 
 

     



 

 

Costumes (work-in-progress) 
 
The costumes complement the idea of “figure and ground” in the space. 
 
In the static space, the figure of the writer stands out against the background 
and in the dynamic space it blends in with the darkness. 
 
The figure of the muse also blends in with the dynamic space. At the same 
time it reflects the dynamic text by being a projection surface itself. It is made 
of flowing semi-transparent fabric, underneath which is the clear outline of 
the human body (the figure). The body is an extension of the space.    
 
Inspiration 
 
Ubu Roi (design by Harris Kafkarides) 
Pattern: the body disappears with camouflage, becomes part of background 
as space is mapped onto the figure itself 

 

 

Serpentine Dance (by Loie Fuller) 
Flowing material emphasizes the lines of movement 
 

        
 

        
 
Photograph of Moroccan women (by Irving Penn) 
The body disappears 
 

 



 

 

Music 
 
“Hearing becomes seeing, seeing becomes hearing” 
- old Arab saying 
 
 
 
Space and sound become tangible (in dubstep music, low end bass 
frequencies fill the air and one can feel the physical presence of the bass 
lines, which are not just heard but felt vibrating in the space and body, and 
almost “seen”). 
 
The rhythms are directly inspired by the Arabic scripts. The music does not 
necessarily need to sound “Arabic” or oriental, but rather should be 
reductionist and minimal, distilling the elemental essence of the scripts, and 
evoking more “universal” rhythms that are not culturally specific. The music 
is highly structured. It should focus on conveying the simple idea of 
repetitively saying the same thing in different ways.  
 
Just as the space undergoes a visual reversal in figure-ground when the 
writer moves between the static and dynamic space, the sound should also 
support this reversal. Perhaps this can be achieved through background 
noise being “fore grounded”. Or sound contrasted with the absence of sound, 
playing with perception and the “tuning out” of monotonous sound until the 
moment it changes or stops (see Appendix D: Rhythm). This can also be 
especially effective at the moment of the muse’s death, when the rhythm 
stops and there is silence. 
 
The radio sounds at the beginning of the piece (news fragments but also 
static and frequencies / waves / interference), which are heard in the 
background, provide the raw material for the whole piece (or inspire it) which 
is heard in the foreground. Just as ordinary objects create rhythms in 
Blackletter Sound / Audio Drawing (resulting in rhythmic drawings), these 
“found” sounds of radio transmission are deconstructed into basic building 
blocks and reassembled into new rhythms, corresponding to the different 
Arabic scripts. Hence, radio snippets dissolve into stuttered speech, a 
breakdown into meaningless sounds. The repetition of the sounds then 
forms the structural basis for the rhythms. The rhythms might be remotely  

 
 
reminiscent of the heartbeat or breathing, relating to the body itself. In the 
dynamic space, the rhythms are prominent, and recede again into the 
background in the static space. Hence, the sound (of radio static) is always 
present as background noise but only noticeable sometimes, whenever there 
is a changeover into rhythm or silence, or at the end when the rhythms stop 
completely. 
 
The rhythms serve as a kind of metronome for the dancers’ movements. 
 
In Indian classical music, the raga, or melodic mode, uses specific scales 
and allows for endless variations on the same melody. Played in different, 
complex rhythmical patterns (talas - similar to Western metres) set by a tabla 
drum, each is suitable to be played at different times of the day. 
 
This idea of the repetition of the same phrase rendered in different ways 
applies here. The same rhythmic structure is maintained and difference is in 
such areas as tempo and tone. It can be slow, medium or fast, and finally a 
combination of all. Or maybe it is “atonal” (with no centre). Pattern is 
repeated through a series of inversions and transpositions of tonal pitches 
(rather than mechanically). The rhythmic scale (abstract, framing) works with 
the tonal scale (melody, foreground, mood). The rhythms should be as 
simple as possible without being boring. They should be able to work in 
succession as well as mixed together. The music of  Steve Reich (i.e. Music 
for Pieces of Wood or Drumming), plays with simple rhythms and variation in 
repetition. 
 
In terms of the (tonal) layer, I would like to mix in traces of Sean-Nos singing. 
This “raw” sound, especially its off-key aspect, turns the human voice into 
pure sound (as in the work of Sussan Deyhim). The voice can also be used 
like a musical instrument, as in the music of many older cultures such as 
Berber, classical Indian, or Portugese Fado. In the cultures of oral traditions 
(Arabic, Irish), storytelling was an important way of preserving knowledge 
and narrative was infused with melody and rhythm. By mixing in non-Arabic 
singing, the piece is opened up to having more universal significance, while 
Sean-Nos places it in the Irish context while drawing on similarities between 
the two cultures. 



 

 

Inspiration 
 
 
 
Rhythm 
 
 
 
Steve Reich (contemporary composer) 
Music for Pieces of Wood (10:34) 
Clapping Music (4:47) 
Nagoya Marimbas (4:35) 
Drumming (album: in 4 parts; about 57 mins) 
Proverb (Alex smoke Remix) (10:05) 
 
Minimal; simple; exposed structure; rhythms; layering; repetition; variation; 
plays with rhythm disappearing into background vs. being noticed; silence  
Drumming: The first part is performed on three sets of tuned bongos played 
with drumsticks. It begins with a single drumbeat which builds up to a 
syncopated rhythm which carries the entire piece the rest of the way. This 
section explores nearly every possibility of what can be done with a single 
simple repeated rhythm. Also uses 'phase-shifting' (having one player go out 
of synch with the other). In the second part, marimbas carry on with the 
piece's simple rhythm which is augmented by two female singers mimicking 
the pitches with vocal scats. The marimbas gradually move from their lowest 
register to their highest. Like the first part, the hypnotic rhythms are made 
deceptively complex by the use of phase-shifting. When the marimbas have 
reached their highest register, the glockenspiels take over, beginning the 
third part. This is reverse of the second part; the glockenspeils begin at their 
highest register and gradually make their way to the lowest. A piccolo and 
whistling punctuate the rhythms. Eventually beats begin to be taken away 
until there is a single beat left repeating itself. The fourth part is a mix of all 
the instruments from the previous three parts. As the glockenspeils repeat 
the single beats which ended part three, the marimbas join in on the same 
beat, followed by the bongo drums. The music then builds up into its 
standard rhythm which then builds up to a dynamic and intense rhythmic 
climax. Although the music is uncomplicated and highly repetitive, it is not at 
all boring. 

 
Indian Classical music 
 
Tabla drum: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EcNmzekgUsQ 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hsaJ69Jvbl4 
Tala-Tabla by Ravi Shankar 
Raga: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LzN2gUGYUGc 
The voice used as an instrument: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5WNYzUXbe4 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1fXXWkNAj8 
Pada varnam: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dQa0kfgYzNo 
Other: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4tCajaKqKWc 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XYt5dr7d8Jk 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=femTLjVE-SA 
 
Indian classical music is based around a single melody line which is played 
over a fixed drone. The performance is based melodically on Ragas (tonal 
scales) and rhythmically on Talas (rhythmic scales), using variations in 
modes. Some tunes do not use instruments at all, only the voice. The 
varnam is a form of song in Carnatic music. It is a relatively long piece (40-50 
mins), set to Aadi or Ata tala. It is the centre piece in a recital of music or 
dance. The lyrics are simple and consist mostly of long syllables and swara 
phrases of various lengths, which bring out the essential features of the raga. 
Varnams are considered vocal exercises in a particular raga, its patterns 
characteristic of a particular raga or scale. They are used to help develop 
voice culture and proper control of rhythm, and are often practiced in double 
and triple speeds and proper rhythmic control (tala) must be kept. 
 
The ancient Tamil text is a polyphonic (performance) text combining sound, 
text, and image. Here, the divine is drawn into the human world, fixed there, 
celebrated, and released. As sight isolates and sound incorporates, when 
image travels on sound, inner harmony is reached. The abstract world 
(rhythm) is contrasted with figurative content (melody, colour). Rhythm 
(abstract, counting) frames / fore-grounds melody (form, figurative imagery, 
colour), as in painting. Rhythm concentrates and makes the listener single-
minded. The following structure is followed: 



 

 

1. Pure abstract rhythm 
2. Abstract rhythm with melody 
3. Word, figurative, narrative 
4. Colour, emotional, lyrical, variations of abstract 
5. Single emotion, slow tempo, not rhythmic 
6. Lighter 
7. Finale: rhythm, one after another, 3 tempi, mostly fast 
8. Verse 
 
Sometimes long melodic stretches are accentuated by short impulses of 
rhythmic fire. Rhythm is slow, medium, fast, and a combination of all three. 
 
 
 
Music made of found sounds / radio transmission 
 
Anna Friz, Toronto/Montreal 
http://profile.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=user.viewprofile&friendID=127552413 
http://www.free103point9.org/artists/25/ 
 
Nancy Tobin, Montreal 
http://www.mmebutterfly.com/restarea/ 
http://www.electrocd.com/en/bio/tobin_na/ 
 
 
 
Blackletter Sound/Audio Drawing 
http://www.thebubble.ie/week19.html 
 
People make sounds using objects, others respond by making paint marks 
on paper; direct, instinctual expression; sonic impression, rhythm into visual 
 
 
 
Dubstep (music from East London / Brixton) 
Transcendental, about the “beyond”; bass lines not just heard but felt 
vibrating in space and the body, and seen; low-end bass frequencies; can 
feel the physical presence of the bass.; hearing is linked to the adrenal 
gland; Egyptian pyramids: wind through passages created low frequencies 
filling the air; in the womb only low-end frequencies are heard 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Animal Collective / Panda Bear (indie band) 
Young Prayer (album by Panda Bear) 
 
Interesting use of the voice as pure sound / a musical instrument, repetition 
of meaningless sounds create rhythm 
 
 
 
Arabic qasidah / ghazal poetry 
(see Text) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Vocals 
 
 
 
Traditional Irish Sean Nós singing ("in the old style")  
 
Sorcha Ni Ghuairim (happy song made of nonsense syllables: Digeas, O, 
Deabhas, O; sad song about missing lover: An Boc Ban; sad song about 
lover’s betrayal: Thug Me Gra Duit is Me Beag Bideach) 
 
Darach O Cathain (song about separated lovers: An Gabha Ceartan; song of 
failed seduction: An Beinnsin Luachra) 
 
Also: 
Maggie Barry 
Seosaimh O hEanai (songs of grief, the sea: Curachai na Tra Baine; Anach 
Cuain; log of voyage through western seas: Ta ba Paipeir a Saighneail) 
 
Sounds raw, often off-key; like Qur’anic incantation: no emotion / harmonies; 
like Berber / Arabic / Hebrew / Portugese Fado / female Gallicia singers / 
other traditional Atlantic coast singing; can be applied to songs in any 
language (macaronic: when combines two or more languages, usually Irish 
and English); exclusively oral tradition: unaccompanied vocals considered 
the ultimate expression of traditional singing; usually solo, occasionally duet; 
songs can be relatively simple but many are long, highly stylised and 
melodically complex. Involves significant (melismatic) ornamentation and 
rhythmic variation from verse to verse: a note is replaced or decorated by a 
group of adjacent notes (in contrast to intervallic ornamentation, where 
additional notes are used to fill an interval between two notes of the tune). 
 
Decorative elements include: the voice placed towards the top of the range, 
nasalisation; brief pauses introduced by glottal stops (drawing attention to 
important words), "slides" or glissandi (particularly when sung by women); 
very long extended phrases achieved through highly developed breath 
control; drawing a breath after a conjunction or other linking word rather than 
at the end of a line; speaking the final line of a song instead of singing it; 
varying of the melody of every verse; enhancing a sense of continuity (e.g. 
by filling the gap between phrases with a nasalised drone). Many older 
songs are modal, rather than diatonic, in melody. 

 
 
 
 
Berber singing 
 
Fatima Tihihit 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pUaZbr3D0Zo 
http://www.musique-amazighe.com/Fatima-Tihihite-Chanson-1.html 
http://fooooo.com/watch.php?id=a13aeda5e530888e524cbdb61d1b7b02&site=&url= 
http://fooooo.com/watch.php?id=f6b447cd7f3c57e430b4cc0e61a4c7d5&site=&url= 
http://www.truveo.com/Tihihite-bnat-oudaden/id/476526973 
 
Raissa singing came from an oral tradition, poems infused with melody and 
rhythm, used to pass on knowledge / spread the teachings of religion by 
mouth, from town to town; it was also a form of resistance against the French 
 
 
 
Sussan Deyhim (Persian singer) 
http://cdbaby.com/cd/deyhim3 
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/museo/6/neshat/index.html 
 
Soundtrack for Shirin Neshat’s video installation Turbulent: the raw sound of 
a woman’s voice, ululations, screams, panting breaths; fluctuating; 
primordial; dark; expressive and moving; “the woman’s wordless song needs 
no translation to be understood by listeners of any background” 



 

 

Choreography 
 
In devising choreography, the main intent is to illustrate “cause and effect” in 
the unfolding of the narrative between the writer and the muse, and in the 
process of extraction of movement into writing. This is done with a single 
phrase (or a few phrases if needed for variety) orchestrated in different ways. 
 
In the first part of the middle section of the piece (Scripts), the muse controls 
the dynamics of the space and the writer is more “passive”. Her rhythms and 
actions seem to trigger their visual (projections) and sonic equivalent, in a 
seemingly automatic way. Her body is a channel or tool. She is “in harmony” 
with the space around her and “continuous” with the environment. The writer 
is not, and therefore appears awkward. He “enters” and reacts to the various 
sonic spaces which she triggers, and absorbs them. 
 
In the second part (Transmission), the movement of both dancers is now  
“hitched” to the (musical) rhythm: the idea of “riding” the different scripts. 
This is very clear in Indian classical dance, where moving to the rhythm 
happens in a highly structured way, through counting. The action of 
transmission and teaching happens not through observation or imitation but 
through contact. The writer and muse move together. At first she is the 
leader and then they are equal. When he is back in the static world, he is 
moving “with” her but because we cannot see her anymore, it appears as if 
he is being led around by an invisible force, dancing with the air. 
 
In the third part (Extraction), the writer now claims control. The muse’s body 
is like a cage from which essence is extracted. How does it feel to be forced 
to leave one’s own body and lose presence in it, through every stroke? To 
escape the body (from physical presence to virtual, a being with no body, as 
in chat room)? The text seems to leave the body and enter that of the writer, 
in waves. The roles between the writer and muse somewhat reverse as she 
now resembles the passive one; perhaps this reversal can use some 
movements from the first part but reversed . . .    
 
Different rhythmic tempos and intensities will be established for each script. 
Some scripts are faster than others, some almost “air borne”, some are 
denser than others, some fluid and some disconnected. At some point the 
rhythms will need to be synched to the musical composition. 

 
 
In terms of the actual language of movement, it is not necessary to think 
about trying to recreate the actual shapes of the scripts in space but rather, 
to express their essence. Form can, of course, be “borrowed” from the 
different strokes, but in a subtle way. Some scripts are angular, some more 
curvy and dynamic, and use different directions / axes of movement. This 
part can be done independently of the music.   
 
One obvious approach might be to have a different movement for each letter 
of the Arabic alphabet, which varies depending on the script used. A less 
literal approach is to not follow the structural skeleton of the phrase so much, 
but create a sequence of movements that works in essence. 
 
It is also useful to look at some elements of handwriting analysis in studying 
the scripts and their rhythms, especially the idea of tension and release used 
to measure writing pressure (see Appendix D). 
 
Perhaps movement can also speak of the absence of movement. Dynamic 
movement can be contrasted or framed / punctuated by moments of non-
movement, in the form of frozen stills or frozen writing, where the body 
becomes a sign. This idea can work in relation to the writer’s action of 
capturing movement through writing, especially towards the end. 
 
In the analogy of prayer through bodily participation, the act of breathing, 
inhaling and exhaling, as well as the heartbeat, become involved. 
 
The work of Anna Teresa De Keersmaeker uses repetition of movement 
phrases in a structured way. 
 
It is also useful to consider the relationship between the body and space in 
the work of Rudolf Laban. Here, movement literally “carves” through space 
and movement analysis determines inner intentions.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Inspiration 
 
 
 
Rosas / Anna Teresa De Keersmaeker (choreographer) 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjVbE6Q8rAI 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JCZe6eL9gDE&NR=1 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wifu-ee8WNg  
Phase, Four Movements to the Music of Steve Reich: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RpURYG2F2ug 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wkVXxRf8Pw 
 
Repetition of phrases of pure movement. 
 
 
 
Classical Indian dance 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8nKX7Zhot5g 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EI9hmswG8e4 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UjDGE5Bpquw 
 
Dance as pure rhythm. Rhythmic patterns of movement, perfectly synched 
with music. Highly structured, based on counting. The body seems to be 
“inserted” into a sort of objective structural matrix of rhythm. Indian classical 
music provides accompaniment, percussion an integral part. Dancers of 
nearly all the styles wear bells around their ankles to counterpoint and 
complement the percussion. Stamping of the feet is a common feature; a set 
of stamps consists of both hard and soft ones. Stylised rhythmic syllables are 
in tune with the raga, as is the dancer with the pure dance patterns. Beautiful 
sculptural postures are combined with intricate rhythm. 
 
Indian classical dance is divided into nritta (the rhythmic elements, pure 
dance), nritya (the combination of rhythm and expression, interpretative 
dance, natya (the dramatic element). Nritta is on the “divine plane“. It is a 
rigid stylisation consisting of pure dance movements evoking neither mood 
nor sentiment. It is the movement of hands and feet on rhythm and speed. 
These movements do not convey any particular meaning, emotion or theme, 
and their purpose is to create a collage of rhythmic lines, forms and shapes. 

 
 
 
Indian music and dance is based on the concept of cyclic rhythm (tala), 
explained by Time. Just as Time can be divided into units (minutes), and 
sub-units, (seconds), tala is divided into units (matra) and sub-units 
(akshara). There are various types of tala / cyclic rhythms and the total 
number of units and sub-units they contain distinguishes them. Various 
rhythmic patterns are woven with the musical notes and structured rhythmic 
syllables. These are ultimately executed through Nritta hand and feet 
movements. The ancient books on music give some specific syllables, which 
are nothing but instrumental sounds. The instruments are divided into three 
types: stringed instruments, wind instruments, and percussion instruments. 
The sounds that emanate are spoken verbally and they constitute the 
rhythmic syllables. 
 
 
 
Zero Degrees by Akram Khan & Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui 
(dance theatre performance) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3jKpVKJdWyI 
 
Narrative through movement (between 2 performers) mixed with spoken text. 
 
 
 
Merce Cunningham (choreographer) 
Like a living abstract painting, movement sequences and bodies in space as 
the palette of raw materials. Space is sculpted by composing bodies in space 
and time, into a moving picture. Structurally, the pieces do not start at the 
beginning and end at the end but are a series of short sequences or long 
passages, often randomly ordered, fragments “spliced” together. They are 
events, rather than finished works, structured through time, not ideas. Devoid 
of expression or causal interaction, dancers often seem unaware of each 
other, like “atoms that happen to lock into each other”. There many 
entrances and exits, sudden changes of speed with accents of stillness, and 
awareness of all directions in space. Actions occur simultaneously and at 
different speeds. The result is an abstract, decentralized space in constant 
flux, like changing states of mind / levels of consciousness. 



 

 

Parliament by Toronto Dance Theatre (dance performance) 
The relationship between a man and woman; the man at first does not notice 
the woman so she tries hard to get his attention, finally he notices her and 
becomes obsessed, she wants to back out, the man kills her - all shown 
through movement. 
 
 
 
William Forsythe (choreographer) 
Presence and absence, construction and deconstruction. Interspace of the 
memory of movement: on a dark stage, dancers’ bodies are hard to 
perceive, contours further blurred by the play of lights; their forms are 
porous, lines of movement interrupted, and the body cannot be grasped as a 
whole as it constantly eludes its stable form through movement. The body is 
divided into parts and then reconstructed in the viewer’s perception, only 
fragmentary traces of movement surviving as its memory. The kinesphere as 
memory, bound to the body. 
 
 
 
Perfume: the story of a murderer by Daniel Suskind (a fiction novel) 
A man extracts scent from women (and kills them) to make perfume which 
gives the person who wears it ultimate control over people and the world. 
Extraction of essence from the living body. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

Technical Requirements 
 
 
Venue (see Performance Venue & Set Design dwgs for size requirements) 
 
Set (see Set Design drawings) 
 
Screens 
▪ One large shark tooth screen downstage, big enough to cover the entire 
“fourth wall” of the stage (or masked off at the edges) - 8m x 6m min. 
▪ One rear-projection screen to hang upstage; as big as possible, ideally 
filling the entire back plane - 4m x 3m min. 
▪ Other projection surfaces include a few three-dimensional objects (i.e. the 
writing desk) constructed of wooden frames with white translucent gauze / 
cotton stretched over them. The alternative to this is using translucent plastic 
(as simulated “paper” but fireproofed, also its rigidness might make it 
structurally self-supportive), or nylon line fixed to frame (traversable). 
▪ Floor specially treated for the dancers (?) 
 
Projectors 
▪ One front projector illuminating the shark tooth screen, mounted at the back 
of the auditorium. The image should cover the entire surface of the screen, 
or as much as possible. 
▪ One rear projector with as big an image as possible given limited throw 
distance. The alternative is to use a third front projector for the background, 
hung over the stage, just behind the shark tooth screen. This way seems 
better but probably creates shadows by dancers.  
 
Lighting 
Standard theatre lighting (see Set Design & Lighting) 
 
Sound 
Standard equipment. Pre-recorded sound on CD. The other option is to mix 
sound fragments (rhythms) live according to the actions and movements of 
the dancers. 
For speaker set-up, sound panning from background to foreground / left to 
right etc. can be considered by sound designer, otherwise conventional 
setup. 

 
 
 
Technicians 
▪ Lighting Designer: recommended by FCP 
▪ Lighting Technician: recommended by FCP 
▪ Sound Technician: recommended by FCP 
▪ Production Manager: FCP 
▪ Stage Manager: FarFCP 
▪ Projection Engineer: tbd 
▪ VJ: skilled professional, to synch video projections with music and precisely 
respond to cues - possibly done by video animation artist 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Creation of Video Projections 
 
In the dynamic space, projections of flowing text / shapes can be made as 
repeating loops or sequences as layers to be mixed and matched, in order to 
have constant variety. This can be prepared before or done live by a VJ. If 
prepared before (most likely), someone still needs to be controlling the 
projections and making sure they fade in and out smoothly (instead of just 
on/off) from a laptop. 
 
All projections should have irregular edges so that images seem to “bleed 
off” / fade away; they also don’t need to be 4:3 rectangles but can adapt to 
the shapes of the projection surfaces. Maybe this can be done using 
masking in front of the projector. 
 
There are two ways to animate the Arabic scripts: 
One way is to have a calligrapher write out the text and then digitise it. 
Another way is to use computer Arabic fonts (available from Unicode / Deco 
Type) animated in a program such as Live Type (Apple only) or Adobe After 
Effects. Naskh, Kufic, Riqa and Diwani:  

 
 
This option has the advantage of animating the text through scrolling etc. 
special effects more easily. The advantage of the first option is that it is real 
calligraphy made by hand, the disadvantage is that we are limited to the 
calligrapher's knowledge of scripts. 
 
To create the illusion of depth, text should be of different sizes and moving at 
different speeds, overlapping each other etc. Large text moving fast appears 
“closer” than small text moving slowly. 
 

Additional research into interactive technology options (not used): 
 
▪ Movement triggers visuals (dancers respond to live or pre-recorded music) 
/ movement triggers sound (dancers trigger rhythm sequences paired with 
visuals / dancers trigger rhythms only and visuals are live) 
 
- Software: Max/MSP - complex inputs into complex outputs; through video 
camera, about $500; add-on (Cyclops) for understanding video image (i.e. 
face, gesture) 
- Software: PD (Pure Data) - similar to above but free; needs external plug-
ins; needs external component Gem 
 
▪ Sound triggers visuals (pre-recorded sound triggers visuals automatically / 
live visuals respond to live music):  
- Software: same as above (working with thresholds) 
 
▪ Live sound triggers visuals: 
 
- MIDI-enabled drum pad (Musical Instrument Digital Interface) plugged into 
computer 
Electronic drum (flat drum, hexagonal), triggers electronic sounds 
 
▪ Writing triggers sound / visuals: 
 
Electronic writing pad: “Wacom” tablet - detects pressure 
- Image of writing can go directly onto the screen 
- Camera over writing / tablet 
- “Ghost writing” pre-recorded using a screen capture program like Fraps 
 
Also: 
 
VJ software (i.e. Modulate) 
BSPlayer or VLC - hides icons on screen, modified to black 
 
Hyperengine - swimming etc. effects for images/text 
Video / audio effects package (see title text effects) 
 
When not using interactive technology (current version of piece): 
Pre-recorded sound, previously synched visuals, dancers rehearse to music 



 

 

Performance Venue 
 
In order to accommodate huge front and rear projections, a dark space with 
ample depth is required (min. 16m from stage to back of seating, min. 4m 
deep stage area, min. 8m depth backstage area; ideally min. 28m in total – 
see Set Design dwgs).It also needs rigging for a shark tooth screen, rear 
projection screen with black masking around it, and lighting as req. This calls 
for a black box theatre or proscenium stage. Audience should face the stage. 
 
The performance can also be shown in a non-theatre / site-specific location 
(at night if outdoors or in space with windows), but with some adaptation to 
the outcome, provided the space has enough spatial depth.  
 
Rehearsal space for choreographer and dancers: with sound, later with 
projections. A black box might be useful towards the end, in order to get 
comfortable with the darkness needed for the dynamic world projections.  
 
The Project Arts Centre, Temple Bar, Dublin 
Space Upstairs (first floor multi-purpose space) 
 
Type: black box theatre 
Capacity: 220 seated 
Rental price: n/a 
 

 

Alternative options: 
 
 
The Chester Beatty Library, Dublin 
 
The Lecture Theatre 
Seating configuration is flexible for different events and includes optional 
writing tablets. A full range of the latest audio visual equipment is available. 
This is a perfect space for lectures, video or slide presentations. 
Type: black box theatre 
Capacity: 100 seated 
Rental price: €170 per hour 
 
The Atrium 
The great hall is a fine modern space that links the 18th-century Clock Tower 
building with the new, purpose-built exhibition galleries. 
Type: site-specific location 
Capacity: 100 seated or 250-300 for reception 
Rental price: €400 per hour 
 

 



 

 

Budget (in Euro) For production period of 12 weeks in Dublin 
plus two initial presentations in Ireland (Dublin and Limerick) 
 
Rehearsal Space 
Dance studio for choreographer (10 weeks @ 100/day)                           5000 
Projection studio (8 weeks @ 300/week part-time)                                   2400 
Black box studio (1 week)                                                                         1000 
Subtotal                                                                                                    8,400 
 
Creative Team Fees 
Director / Designer                                                                                    2000 
Calligrapher / Translator                                                                            2000 
Choreographer                                                                                          2000 
Sound Designer                                                                                        2000 
Video Animation Artist                                                                               2000 
Subtotal                                                                                                    10,000 
 
Artist / Management / Technician Fees 
Female Dancer @ 8 weeks (rehearsals) + 4 days (2 techs, 2 shows)       2680 
Male Dancer @ 8 weeks (rehearsals) + 4 days (2 techs, 2 shows)           2680 
Lighting Designer                                                                                      1000        
Projector Operator @ 4 weeks (rehearsals) + 4 days (2 techs, 2 shows)  1480 
Stage Manager @ 2 weeks (rehearsals) + 4 days (2 techs, 2 shows)       880 
Set Builder                                                                                                 300 
Costume Maker                                                                                         300 
Hair and Make-up Artist @ 4 days                                                            240 
Technicians                                                                                               in kind 
Production Manager                                                                                  in kind 
Marketing Manager                                                                                   in kind 
Subtotal                                                                                                    9,560      
                                                                                                                                  
Set / Costumes / Props 
Set (framing, gauze fabric, flamebar, fabric paint)                                     2500 
Costumes                                                                                                  200 
Props                                                                                                         300 
Subtotal                                                                                                    3000 
 
Venues 
The Project Arts Centre, Dublin (tech rehearsal + show)                          1000 
Daghda Theatre, Limerick (tech rehearsal + show)                                   600  
Get in / Get out @ 100 per venue                                                             200 
Subtotal                                                                                                    1800        

 
Equipment Rental: Sound / Lighting / Video Projectors 
Lighting hire @ 150/day x 4                                                                       600 
Sound hire @ 150/day x 4                                                                          600 
Front Video Projector (4 weeks @ 35/day + 4 days)                                  840 
Rear Video Projector (4 weeks @ 35/day + 4 days)                                  840 
Shark tooth screen (1 week + 4 days)                                                        in kind 
Rear projection screen (1 week + 4 days)                                                  in kind 
Live feed video camera (1 weeks + 4 days)                                               in kind ? 
Laptop / mixer / other tech equipment (4 weeks + 4 days)                         in kind ? 
Subtotal                                                                                                     2880 
 
Travel and Transport 
Travel to/from Dublin                                                                                  not incl. 
Van Hire for equipment + set (to/from venue @ 100/day x 2)                    200 
Van Hire for equipment + set (to/from Limerick @ 100/day x 2)                200 
Petrol                                                                                                         100 
Travel (to/from Limerick @ 60/person x 10)                                               600 
Subtotal                                                                                                    1100 
 
Accommodation and Allowances 
Accommodation in Dublin for 14 weeks @ 500/month                               not incl. 
Accommodation in Limerick @ 45/person/day x 10 x 2 nights                   900 
Meal allowances (2 techs, 2 shows) @ 15/person/day x 10p                     600 
Subtotal                                                                                                    1500 
 
Publicity                                                                                                     
Press pack expenses                                                                                 500 
Leaflet and poster print                                                                              300 
Direct mailing costs                                                                                    100 
Overheads (phone / fax / other)                                                                 100 
Subtotal                                                                                                    1000 
 
SUBTOTAL                                                                                               39,240 € 
Contingency @ 5%                                                                                     1,962 € 
TOTAL                                                                                                       41,200 € 
 
 
Notes 
All fees except Creative Team based on minimum wage of 8.65 Euro per hour 
Creative Team fees calculated as premium 
Video projector rental rate based on 35Euro/day (from Visual Artists Ireland) 



 

 

Production Schedule 
 
 
 
Pre-Production 
Finalise set design, script, text and which Arabic scripts to work with. 
Further develop analysis of scripts, using image impressions. 
Sound designer and choreographer given manuscript and asked to become 
familiar with chosen Arabic scripts. 
 
 
 
Production Period (12 weeks) 
Three and a half months of intensive work with two one-week-long breaks. 
 
Week 1: 
Meet with sound designer and choreographer. 
Meet with technicians, lighting designer, video animation artist. 
Sound designer and choreographer work independently. 
Visuals: designer works independently 
Calligrapher prepares Arabic scripts. 
Start looking for / making props. 
Order materials for set and costumes. 
 
Week 2: 
Sound: Draft 1 
Choreographer works independently. 
Visuals: designer works independently 
 
Week 3: 
Sound: Draft 2 
Choreographer works independently. 
Visuals: designer works independently 
 
Week 4: 
Sound: Draft 3 (final) 
Choreographer given the music. 
Visuals: designer works independently 
 
Week 5: Break (everyone takes some distance away from the project) 

 
Week 6: 
Choreographer works with music. 
Sound: music tweaked according to choreography as necessary. 
Visuals: designer works with video artist to animate the calligraphy and make video 
projections, synchronised with the music. 
Start making costumes. 
 
Week 7: 
Choreographer works with dancers and music. 
Visuals: designer continues working with video artist. 
 
Week 8: 
Dancers rehearse with music. 
Visuals: designer continues working with video artist. 
 
Week 9: 
Dancers rehearse with music. 
Visuals finished. 
 
Week 9: (same as above)  
 
Week 10: Break 
 
Week 11: 
Sound: music tweaked according to choreography and visuals. 
Dancers rehearse with music and projections. 
Lighting designer fits pieces together. 
Visuals: animations tweaked according to choreography / dancers. 
Costumes finished. 
Props finished. 
Set construction. 
 
Week 12: 
Dancers rehearse with music, lighting, live projections, costumes and props. 
Set finished. 
 
Week 13: 
Dancers rehearse with music, lighting, live projections, set, costumes and props. 
 
Week 14: Full rehearsals in black box studio. 



 

 

Appendix A:  Arabic Alphabet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

 

Appendix B:  Background on Arabic Calligraphy 
 
Arabic is written from right to left. The Arabic alphabet has 28 letters: 25 
consonants and 3 long vowels. The letters are, however, derived from only 
17 distinct forms, and distinguished from one another by dots placed above 
or below the letter, called “diacritical marks“. Short vowels are indicated by 
small diagonal strokes above or below letters, these vocalisation signs 
added as consonantal accents. Each letter has four forms, based on its 
position within a word: initial, middle, end, and isolated. Character strokes 
are located in three series: above the baseline (tall and straight letters, 
perpendicular strokes), central axis level (loops like circles, quadrangular 
letters), below axis level (open curves, fragments of circumferences). 
 
The alphabet was inherited from earlier scripts, its letter shapes formed by 
orthographic adaptation as well as technical, aesthetic, and psychological 
factors. It was also influenced by regional milieus, the melodic line of Arabic 
music, and the hand of the calligrapher. The alphabet was first used to write 
texts in Arabic, most importantly the Qur'an, the holy book of Islam. With the 
spread of Islam, it also came to be used to write languages such as Persian, 
Urdu and Malay. 
 
For Muslims, writing has a sacred character and is sometimes even 
considered talismanic, from the magical power of words. The Prophet 
Mohammed is believed to have recorded the word of Allah directly, with no 
other intermediary. With its hidden element of sound, the main purpose of 
the Qur’an (“the Holy Recitation“), was to act as a guide for the spoken word. 
Hence, early Arabic writing, as found in the oldest Qur’ans, first served as 
textual notation for Qur’anic recitation (dhikr), full of repetitive formulas. The 
script was made up only of consonants and no vowels, consonants not yet 
differentiated from others through the use of diacritical marks. This 
‘consonantal skeleton’ provided simple visual cues as a memory aid to those 
already familiar with the text. It was only later that the script was developed 
to include vowels and become fully phonetic and readable by all, to the end 
of spreading the teachings of Islam. The Arabic language itself is well-suited 
to rhetorical delivery; the use of rhythm (effective since used sparingly, in 
most significant passages) has an haunting effect on the listener. The hadith 
(stories originated from the Prophet) were initially not written down but 
passed down orally through a chain of transmission (isnad). 

 
 
Therefore, Arabic calligraphy was developed to capture in visual form the 
effect of the spoken word, and the visual rhythms found in the shape and 
treatment of letters and words reflect those of the spoken word. The illusion 
of continuity (characteristic of sound and melodic incantation) is reinforced 
though several visual devices: there are no capital letters, no word division at 
the end of a line (the whole word is carried over to the next line and the last 
word is extended to fill the gap), most letters are directly connected to the 
letter that immediately follows, and originally punctuation marks were not 
used (the conjunction “and” instead of the full stop). Furthermore, cursive 
script has horizontal movement punctuated by vertical rhythm. A flowing 
continuum of ascending verticals, descending curves, and temperate 
horizontals, achieve a balance between static perfection of individual form 
and paced and rhythmic movement. The script has the ability to take an 
infinite variety of forms; words and letters can be compacted to a dense knot 
or drawn out to great length, they can be angular or curving, large or small, 
etc. 
 
Perhaps it is not surprising that the scribes of Islam have laboured 
passionately to unfold the expressive possibilities of the script. Since Islam 
forbids representation of Allah or the Prophet Mohammed, and, in certain 
sects, of any human beings, all artistic effort was concentrated on the art of 
calligraphy, which became the basic decorative element in mosques and on 
monuments. Arabic script is often embedded in Islamic ornament, arabesque 
(vegetal, interlaced) or Girith mode (geometric, interlocking), objects entirely 
covered by ornament, serving to dissolve surfaces and volumes and 
reminding us of the transience of the created world and the permanence of 
Creator. In architecture, ornament is used to destabilize form, appearing as if 
it will collapse, on the cusp of being and becoming. Mass is dissolved with 
the division of surface into cells, as well as with light. The text itself is often 
not meant to be read and emphasis is on composition (when too small or 
inaccessibly placed, epigraphic dots are omitted), and reading is based on 
previous knowledge of the text. Letters are sometimes mutilated for the sake 
of monotonous rhythmic effect, Gestalt of the inscription essential. Lettering 
is the message, not the content, and the white between the lines of text as 
important as the text itself. 
 



 

 

History 
 
In the pre-Islamic era, Arabic script was not used much since in the nomadic 
culture of Arabia, poetry was preserved through the oral tradition of spoken 
word. The early writings of “Old Arabic” were similar to the southern Mosnad 
script (symmetric, rectilinear, signs unconnected), from which Ethiopian 
script was derived. In the 4th century AD, the Nabataeans brought their script 
to Arabia and two centuries later, Northern Arabic as we know it today 
emerged, based on the widely used Aramaic Nabataean alphabet. But the 
development of the Arabic script really started with the advent Islam, when 
the Qur’an was revealed and Prophet Muhammed (570-632 AD) had his 
scribes register everything they heard from him. Thereafter, the Arabic script 
evolved and became improved over time, leading to the creation of the art of 
Islamic calligraphy. 
 
The Qur’an, compiled around 633AD, has always played a central role in the 
development of Arabic script. The script used in the first written Qur'an was 
Jazm, probably scribed by Zaid Ibn Thabit in the Uthman caliphate (644-
656AD). Early Arabic writing consisted of simple Kufic script, written without 
dots or diacritical marks, without any rounded elements, slow of execution, 
and difficult to read. Most early Qur’ans were written in this script. At the 
Mecca and Medina school, the script stemmed into two calligraphic currents: 
the angular form (elongated, straight) and the flexible (curved and rounded), 
which would then become cursive. The angular script (Kufic), with its 
aesthetic quality and concealed religious sense, was the only script used to 
copy the Qur’an for centuries. However, a clear, universal, and legible script 
was needed for non-Arab Muslims to learn about the new faith and by the 
12th century, Kufic was outdated and relegated to an ornamental role, while 
the cursive script, with its flexibility and speed, spread beyond administrative 
offices and scribes, and into the Qur’an. The Kufa and Basra school, and the 
Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties greatly contributed to the evolution and 
dissemination of Kufic, in Damascus and beyond. The first period saw the 
creation of various pens, and the second saw their categorisation and 
harmonisation. A hybrid form of broken Kufic (Naskh Kufic) arose in Iran (full 
and slender strokes, triangular, diagonal elements, cursive). 
 
The first movement to reform the Arabic writing system was in the Umayyad 
period when in the 7th century, due to the spread of Islam in recently  
 

 
 
conquered lands, there was a need to prevent any misreading of the Qur‘an. 
Caliph Uthman imposed the first revision of the Qur’an and Aswad ad-Du'ali, 
a disciple of Imam Ali and legendary founder of Arabic grammar, invented 
diacritical points to distinguish between identical consonants in the Arabic 
alphabet. This system is known as Tashkil (vocalisation). Differentiating 
colours were used: black for diacriticals, red or yellow for vocalics. In the 
second revision, Abd al-Malik hired Nasr Ibn ‘Asim and Yahya Ibn Ya’mur to 
refine this system. Diacritical marks became dots placed either above or 
beneath the letter, single or in groups of two or three. Special marks were 
introduced to mark vocalisation of short vowels. The system was still 
confusing and there was a second reform movement in the 8th century. Khalil 
Ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi, Arab philologist and lexicographer, devised a new 
Tashkil system where signs for short vowel were inspired by the initial shape 
or parts of certain letters. Also in the same period, Qutba al-Mihrr created 
new variations on the four basic scripts: Jalil, Tumar, Nisf, and Thuluth. 
 
Tracing the development of Arabic scripts from the beginning, there is no 
linear pattern. In 751AD, paper was introduced from China via Samarqand. 
The abundance of paper helped spread writing and reformed Arabic 
calligraphy as it played a major role in subsequent inventions. The new 
medium of written communication had a huge impact on Islamic civilization. 
As Islam spread east and west to Persia, Egypt, and North Africa, Arabic 
writing spread with it and derivatives and styles of many scripts were 
developed simultaneously across the vast geography, reflecting a diversity of 
cultures and places. 
 
In the Abbasid period (750-1055AD), Ibn Jilani and Ishaq Ibn Hamad 
developed twelve styles from the earliest classical scripts, to be perfected in 
the 10th century at the Baghdad school (10th-14th centuries) by vizier Ibn 
Muqla, who put an end to the disarray of various existing pens. Ibn Muqla 
created a proportional system of letters based on principles of geometric 
design by inscribing each letter within a circle and giving letters codified 
proportional dimensions using dot notations. He also set down and classified 
the traits of the most popular “six classical styles of writing“ derived from 
Kufic: Muhaqqaq, Rihan, Thuluth, Naskh, Tawqi, and Riqa. He selected 
fourteen styles and formulated the basic principles and twelve rules of 
calligraphy, applying them to the informal Naskh script (see below). 



 

 

In the 11th century, the proportioned script of Ibn Muqla was perfected by 
Ibn Al-Bawwab, from which the Persian calligraphic school would be derived. 
Ibn Al-Bawwab improved the cursive scripts, making them more clear and 
elegant, emphasising nib cutting and ink selection. He also initiated the 
practice of measuring letters in points and wrote the first cursive Qur’an (now 
at the Chester Beatty Library). The 12th century saw many new styles and in 
the 13th century, Yaqut Al-Mustas’imi picked 6 scripts to improve and beautify 
at the Abbasid court: Tolt, Naskh, Rihan, Mohaqqaq, Tawqi, Riqa, to be 
further developed in Persia and Turkey. He invented cutting the nib of the 
reed pen at an angle, instead of horizontally (on which the Turkish school of 
calligraphy grew), contributing great elegance to writing and marking the 
apogee of the cursive Naskh script. 
 
Al-Mustas’imi’s “six hands" were continued by his students from Baghdad to 
Anatolia, Egypt, Syria, Persia and Transoxania. After Baghdad was sacked 
by the Mongols, the next calligraphic centre was in Persia, which also 
generated the Indian school. Mamluk scribes in Egypt and Syria also 
contributed greatly to Arabic calligraphy. In Persia, three new scripts 
appeared (12th-17thcenturies): Ta’liq, Nasta’liq, Shekasta, and the 
segmentation of the written line into sections “suspended” obliquely one 
above the other was developed, also in Turkey. During the Ottoman empire, 
Anatolia was a major calligraphic centre, where the monumental cursive 
script was applied to vast surfaces. After the conquest of Istanbul, Isfahan 
became the centre of Islamic calligraphy (16th-20th centuries). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Main Islamic Dynasties 
 
 
 
 
 
Orthodox Caliphate            632-661 AD          Arabia, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Egypt 
 
Umayyads                          661-750 AD          North Africa, Central Asia and as above 
 
Abbasids                            749-1258 AD        As above 
 
Tulunids                             868-905 AD          Egypt, Syria 
 
Samanids                           819-1005 AD        Khurasan, Transoxania 
 
Fatimids                             969-1171 AD        North Africa, Egypt, Syria 
 
Ghaznavids                        977-1186 AD        Khurasan, Afghanistan, North India 
 
Seljuqs                               1038-1194 AD      Iraq, Iran, Syria 
 
Ayyubids                            1169-1260 AD      Egypt, Syria, Southeast  Turkey, Yemen 
 
Ghurids                              1000-1215 AD      Khurasan, Afghanistan, North India 
 
Delhi Sultanate                   1206-1555 AD      North India 
 
Mamluks                            1250-1517 AD      Egypt, Syria, Arabia 
 
Ilkanid                                1256-1353 AD      Iran 
 
Ottomans                           1290-1924 AD      Anatolia, the Balkans, North Africa,  
                                                                        Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Arabia 
 
Timurids                             1370-1506 AD      Transoxania, Iran 
 
Safavids                             1501-1722 AD      Iran 
 
Mughals                             1526-1707 AD      India 
 
Qajar                                  1779-1924 AD      Iran 



 

 

The twelve rules of calligraphy (elaborated upon by later calligraphers) 
 
Basic components of handwriting: straightness and roundness. 
 
Rules in 2 categories: 
 
 Good shaping (relative sizes, roundness and straightness, tallness and 

shortness, thinness and thickness of strokes, vertical, horizontal, oblique 
straightness) - two basic principles: respect for the elements and for 
proportions. 
 Good layout (ligatures of joinable letters, positions of detached letters, gaps 

between words, spaces between lines, elongations to equalize margins) - 
two basic principles: respect for composition and seating. 
 
Basic principles of calligraphy 
 
 Elements: proper degrees of boldness vs. faintness (which part of nib 

pressed, pressure), proper shape (straightness/flatness vs. roundness), 
heightening vs. lowering, blackness vs. whiteness (balance between loops 
and white background), release: letting pen move freely while writing some 
letters 
 Proportion: identical or similarly shaped letters (attached and detached) 

should be of same size in all contexts 
 Composition (most important factor): arrangement of letters, words, 

sentences, lines for beautiful layout; elongation for symmetry (also to relieve 
monotony); adequate space must be left in between, balance between 
written matter and background 
 Seating: placement of letters and words of line in relation to each other and 

to “horizon” of line (5 seating plans, or 3)  
 
The alef as unit of proportion 
 
Geometric principles play an essential role in Arabic calligraphy and rules of 
proportion were needed for the legibility of a text and the beauty of its line. 
Three elements became the basis of proportion: the height of the alef, the 
width of the alef, and the imaginary circle. The Arabic dot, a square 
impression formed by pressing the tip of the pen to paper, is the 
calligrapher’s working unit of measurement. The calligrapher's reed pen, 
known as a “tomar“, consisted of 24 hairs of a donkey and was cut differently 

for different scripts. The dimensions of each side of the square dot depend 
on the way the pen has been cut and the pressure exerted by the fingers. 
The size of the alef, the first letter of the Arabic alphabet, in essence a 
straight, vertical stroke, determined the proportions of a text. Depending on 
the calligrapher and script used, the height of the alef varied from three to 
twelve dots (in Naskh script the alef is five dots high while in Thuluth it is nine 
dots high with a hook of three dots at the top). The height of the alef was 
established for each text and became a module throughout. The width of the 
alef was equivalent to one dot. This was the general geometric principle, 
varied in practice. The alef also was used as the diameter of an imaginary 
circle within which all Arabic letters could be written. 
 
A single character, the fundamental element of calligraphic script, has a 
head, body and tail. The characters are also interrelated, with relationships 
of position, direction and interval. An interplay of curves and uprights 
articulate the words, vowels and points. Excellent calligraphy has refinement 
(writing a pleasure to see) and dignity (charming, not monotonous). The 
impression produced by the writing is called “maza" / "atar“. 
 
Differences in scripts are seen through: 
1. Length of alef (in points), determines size of letters 
2. Particular shape of each letter, both when standing alone and when joined 
by a ligature 
3. Shape of letter - consistent or erratic, whether easily legible and graceful 
4. Spaciousness vs. crampedness, proportion of straight to round strokes, 
openness or blotching of eyes and loops, pressure/absence of tufts on letters 
5. Size of elongations (maximum is 3 times that of the alef): short or long 
6. Whether pen moved fast or slow 
7. Special purpose for which each script was used 
 
Writing instruments 
 
In Islam, the instruments of writing are among the very first divine creations 
and came to serve as similes for mortal lives. The typical tools of the trade 
for a calligrapher included reed and brush pens, scissors, a knife for cutting 
the pens, an ink pot, and a sharpening tool. With its power to preserve 
knowledge and extend thought over time and space, ink was compared to 
the water of life giving immortality, human beings compared to the many 
pens in Allah's hand. 



 

 

The reed pen (qalam) was the preferred pen of Islamic calligraphers. An 
accomplished, versatile scribe needed different qalams for different degrees 
of fineness and shaping the reed was a significant skill. The standard length 
of a qalam ranged from 9.5” to 12” with a diameter of about ½“. A good pen 
was cherished and sometimes even handed down to another generation; 
sometimes buried with the calligrapher when he died. There is a traditional 
way of holding the pen and only the lightest possible pressure is applied. 
 
Ink came in many colours including black, brown, yellow, red, blue, white, 
silver, and gold. Black and brown were often used, since their intensities and 
consistencies could vary greatly. Most inks were based on soot or lamp-
black mixed with water and gum-Arabic. Other ingredients are indigo, minced 
gall-nuts, and henna. The final stage of preparation involved straining the ink 
through silk, the ink perfumed if desired. 
 
Paper was made from cotton, or sometimes from silk or other fibres, but not 
from wood pulp. Guide lines were inscribed with a point; the script stood on 
these barely visible lines or sometimes was suspended from them. 
 
A process from within the body and mind 
 
Calligraphy is a form of disciplined freedom (of expression). Learning 
involves mimesis and “effacing of the self“, perhaps gradually transcending 
the rules and developing an individual style (siva). Less emphasis was, 
however, placed on innovation than on emulation of the great masters; 
nevertheless, some of the masters were outstanding innovators. In the 
process of writing calligraphy, the importance of controlling mental, 
emotional and moral powers is stressed; their mastery is manifest in 
beautifully executed script, purity of writing reflecting purity of soul. 
 
Notes by modern calligrapher, Hassan Massoudy: 
(from Writing: The Story of Alphabets and Scripts) 
 
Content 
The meaning of a text is one thing and its calligraphy another; sometimes they are closely 
linked. Calligraphy does not consist solely in the creation of a text, but also of a composition 
expressing an abstract concept of the world in general. Traditional calligraphy can produce 
powerful compositions full of emotion and ideas, transmitting the true meaning of the written 
word. Viewing a calligraphic work, one responds first to the design of the writing and only then to 
the sense of the words. The calligraphic dimension is created by the richness and variety of the 
levels of perception: the overall composition, followed by the weighting of the black and white 

areas, the rhythm, and then the decipherment, first of the words themselves and then of the 
underlying meaning of the calligraphic form. 
 
Preparation 
To the modern age of speed and profitability, calligraphy remains an expression of patience, 
wherein it is impossible to cut corners. The practice requires many years of apprenticeship and 
the assimilation of all aspects of culture that relate to it. Both acquired knowledge and spiritual 
preparation guide the calligrapher, concentrating and converging on the tip of the pen; from 
there is born the point, the stroke, the word, appearing from the ink like blood from the veins. 
The essence of the calligrapher becomes totally dissolved in the ink, so that it can emerge from 
the tip of the quill. 
 
Breath 
The capacity of the calligrapher to hold his/her breath is reflected in the movement of the hand. 
A push or pull movement is affected by whether the writer breathes in or out while making it. 
When the movement is long, the calligrapher holds his/her breath so that the breathing does not 
interrupt the flow. Before calligraphing a letter or a word, he/she should note the spaces where 
one can take a breath and at the same time to re-ink the pen. The halts thus serve to replenish 
both air and ink. In fountain pens, mastery of breathing is unnecessary and the writer loses the 
satisfaction of feeling the weight of time in the work. 
 
Concentration 
The moment when the calligrapher achieves total concentration represents the beginning of a 
transport of energy that will help him/her overcome all oppressive difficulties. The whole body 
must participate in the calligraphic process, functioning in harmony with the spirit. Total 
concentration requires an auditory and visual vacuum. The body will become weightless, the 
hand will grow wings, while the mode of expression will become more profound and truer to 
oneself. Inner energy will reach a climax that will be conveyed to the writing. Concentration 
provides an opening into a clearer and more lucid vision. 
 
Beyond the rules 
Codes serve to control the internal excitement of the calligrapher, and to prevent feelings from 
overflowing. But the calligrapher must pass beyond these set rules. In order to achieve his/her 
aim, one must first conform to the restrictions and then go beyond them. A true calligraphic 
composition must contain something indefinable and intangible, something powerful that takes it 
beyond the rules. 
 
Spacing 
In a calligraphic composition there is no such thing as a blank space; there is only black and 
white, and each space, whether it be white or black has its own value. One can draw a 
comparison between architecture and calligraphy. An architectural design defines a living space; 
the space between the walls is as real and as significant as the walls themselves. In calligraphy 
the value of a space derives from its relationship with the letters that surround it, and vice versa. 
 
Expression 
Joy, happiness, peace, anxiety and social violence are assimilated and expressed in the art of 
calligraphy. Through its capacity to absorb emotions and to revitalize them, it becomes a 
universal language, even though it is based on the Arabic alphabet and is therefore 
indecipherable for many. 



 

 

Appendix C: Catalogue of Arabic Scripts & 
Artistic Interpretation (in roughly chronological order / 
progressing from most static to most dynamic) 
 
Jazm                              (slowest, choppy & disconnected, restrained, straight) 
 
Kufic                              (slow, rigid, disconnected, straight horizontal movement 
                                           with vertical and curved punctuations, restrained) 
 
Maghribi                        (slow, disconnected straight movement with bigger curves, 
                                           more dense than Kufic) 
Eastern Kufic 
Qarmatian Kufic 
Square Kufic                 (slowest, angular movement) 
              
Naskh                             (medium/fast, balance of straight & round, more fluid,  
                                           regular)  
 
Tolt                                 (fast, fluid, more round than straight, sinuous, gentle and 
                                           light, dense) 
Tumar 
Thuluth                          (fast, very fluid, sinuous, impressive, dense) 
Nisf 
Thuluthayn 
Muhaqqaq                     (slow/medium, wide and sweeping horizontal movement, 
                                           fluid but sharp) 
 
Rihan                             (slow/medium, like Muhaqqaq but small and more        
                                           graceful) 
 
Tawqi                             (fast, like Tolt but small and very dense and rounder) 
 
Riqa                                (very fast, like Tawqi but small and more dense,           
                                           movement  shorter but more free, simplified) 
Riqa Kirmasi 
Ruqa 
Ta-liq                              (fast, very curvy, fluid, horizontals larger than verticals, 
                                           light) 

orange = script chosen for movement analysis 
underlined = main script / most distinct, others are treated as variations of these 
blue = script to be used in visuals only 
 
 
Shikasta Ta-liq 
Tarassol 
Nasta-liq                        (fast, very curvy and fluid, free like Ta’liq but                
                                           balanced like Naskh, into the air)  
Shikasta Nasta'liq 
Nasta'liq Kirmasi 
Tahriri 
Shikasta                         (very fast, freer than Nasta’liq, broad horizontals,         
                                           blurred, verticals low and inclined, almost illegible) 
Sini 
Hirati 
Bihari 
Jawi 
Diwani                            (fast, very curvy and fluid, more dense and vertical      
                                           than the Persian scripts, diagonal tilt, graceful) 
 
Jali Diwani                     (like Diwani but more dense and complex, almost        
                                           illegible) 
Diwani Kirmasi 
Sumbuli 
Siyakat 
Musalsal                        (very fast, very fluid, dense with tall verticals and          
                                           occasional horizontals) 
Jali 
Toghra 
Ghubar                           (smallest, text as texture, fills empty space) 
Muthanna 
Resin yasi / Hilyah 
Khatt-i shoddier 
Khatt-i mu'amma'i 
Alev yazisi 
Gulzar 
Khat al-Hurr 
 



 

 

Jazm aka Hijaz / “bent style” 
Place of origin: Mecca / Medina, Saudi Arabia 
Date of origin: 5th/6th century 
History: First Arabic script, used in earliest progression of Arabic writings of Qur’an (first written 
Qur'an in 7th century). Arabs dwelling in the Hijaz (Arabian Peninsula) had no script of their own; 
script that became known as Arabic after revelation had no relationship to Hijaz but derived from 
script that came there from Nabataeans. Variants representing different regions: Hiri of Hira, 
Makki of Mecca, Madani of Medina (aka Mudawar), Anbari. 3 main styles known at Medina: 
Medawar (rounded), Muthallath (triangular), Etim (twin, composed of both triangular & rounded). 
Also Mukawwar, Mabsut, Maskh (extension of horizontal axis of letters & other peculiarities). Of 
these, only 2 styles maintained: Medawar / Mostadir (rounded, slanted, cursive, swift & easy to 
write) & Mabsut (extended; angular, thick straight strokes forming rectilinear characters). These 
2 main features governed development of early Meccan-Medinan Arabic scripts & led to 
formation of Hijazi Naskh (inscription) & Ma’il (slanting), the predecessor of Kufic. 
Characteristics: Hard to read as lacks dots & diacritical marks. Still, angular. Letters of equal 
proportions. Alef has anti-clockwise return at base. Waw & qaf have similar head formation. Lam 
has understated return. 
Artistic interpretation: slowest, choppy and disconnected, restrained, straight 
 
Kufic aka Islamic script 
Place of origin: Hira (Saudi Arabia), developed in Kufa / Basra / Baghdad 
Date of origin: end of 7th century  (used until 12th century) 
History: Evolved from Hiri/Anbari through Ma‘il script. Perfected in 8th c. in Kufa, Iraq - to be 
known as Kufic. Were 2 types. First: "ceremonial script": solid, heavy; written on solid materials 
(stone, wood); known for beauty & decorative nature; sometimes no points/association between 
letters. Second: "flexible", easy to write, moved away from Medina script, known as editorial 
script b/c used for correspondence, registrations, writings. Combination of both resulted in 3rd 
type known for beauty & elegance; combined firmness & flexibility; spread & was favourite during 
1st 3 centuries of Islam, the only script used for copying Qur’an for next 300 years. Dominant 
priestly script, until cursive (more fluid) scripts gradually replaced it. Also used for manuscript 
titles & sections, bismalas. Written on papyrus & parchment. Exported from Arabia; spread from 
Kufa to other parts of Islamic world with conquerors. Its development reflected growth of 
generation versed in calculus & geometry. Distinguished geographically as Mashriqi (Eastern) 
from Baghdad & Maghribi (Western) from Qairawan, popular in Northwest Africa & Andalusia. 
Decorative Kufic reached highest artistic perfection in Persia (in architecture, vessels, books), 
where widely used until 16th c. & still cultivated. Profound effect on all Islamic calligraphy. 
Characteristics: Non-cursive, purely geometrical, elegant, uniform. Bottoms of alefs often bent 
backward. Combination of square & angular lines but also compact bold circular forms. Pen 
moves slowly, cannot swing back freely. Two main styles in Kufa: 
First: Simple / early Kufic (aka Moharrar). Used in manuscripts, Qur'ans. Written on broad sheets 
of vellum. 1/8-1/6 of strokes round, rest straight. Simple shapes, plain, no adornment. No visible 
verse endings. Word split at end of line & rest carried to next line without indicating word split - 
requires familiarity with text. Vocalisation marked as red dots. No diacritical marks. Some letters 
need quick & abrupt strokes, some more formal & finished treatment of horizontal strokes 
parallel to baseline. Spacing between letters & words of special fluidity. Generous spacing. 
Thick, thin & crisp curves of pen. Specific proportional measurements. Angularity & squareness. 
Short vertical strokes but horizontal lines extended; wider than high - dynamic momentum. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

       

                                                               



 

 

Second: Decorative Kufic. Pictorial, mostly ornamental. Used for decorating buildings / 
architectural inscriptions since 8th c. Monumental, lapidary. First entirely straight; only vertical 
lines & at angles; amount of “blackness” (text) vs. “white-ness” (background) mark off words or 
groups; gaps part of the reading; often small spaces & no extraneous lines; legibility depends on 
design (spacing width & amount of extraneous lines & frills filling gaps). Then serifs added to 
simple early Kufic & in 9th c. leaf-like vegetal ornaments at ends of verticals. These later added 
to round strokes & Foliate Kufic most popular for arch. inscriptions since 10th c. In 11th c. letters 
themselves modified & used as ornaments; new geometric elements - plaiting, knotting, braiding. 
Used on surfaces of artistic/architectural objects (stucco, wood, tile, metal, glass, ivory, textiles, 
bricks) / often on oblong surfaces. Unlike simple Kufic which followed rules, letters of alphabet 
respected but all other improvisation allowed & calligraphers free in conception / execution of 
ornamental forms. Asymmetries concealed by filling empty spaces with ornament. Exaggerated 
use of ornaments created complex compositions often difficult to decipher. Still sometimes used 
in decorative tile-work on buildings. Widely applicable, many variants: 
 
Muraqqa (vegetal / flowery, foliated): used in both religious & secular architecture, with stucco or 
carved stone, blossomed in Egypt & spread. 
 
Mukhamal (superimposed): text stands out against background of floral/geometric designs 
superimposing movement of script over that of underlying pattern. 
 
Muzaffar: with plaited upward strokes, flow of words blends in unique way with movement of 
stressed dense vertical letters. 
 
Muzahar (floraliated / tree-like): intervals between letters filled with floral patterns / tree branches 
growing from body of letters themselves, some upper verticals branch-shaped. 
 
Handasi (geometrical): composition based on intertwining of geometric shapes (circles, squares, 
triangles) with words; geometric lettering inspired by Chinese calligraphy & Iraqi-Iranian forms; 
adapted to any space & material from silk squares to architectural monuments at Samarkand. 
 
Muraba (squared) / Geometric Kufic: straight elements, acute angles, geometric features; 
prevalent in Iran & Iraq; purely decorative; intertwining of letters sometimes makes decipherment 
difficult; still used in decorative tile-work on buildings in Iran.   
  
Mowarraq (foliated / leaf-like): intervals between letters filled with leafy scrolls; final letters 
exaggerated vertically & culminate in leaves / palmettes. 
 
Mathfoor (plaited): text interspersed with various knots or letters of same word braided together; 
complicated, often difficult to distinguish between script & ornamentation: Ma'qood (knotted), 
Mo’ashshaq (complicated), Motashabek (regularly intermingled). 
 
Movashshah (illustrated): intervals between letters filled with drawings. 
 
Artistic interpretation: slow, rigid, disconnected, straight horizontal movement                    
                                       with vertical and curved punctuations, restrained 
 
 

 
                              

                                 
 

            



 

 

Maghribi aka Western Kufic 
Place of origin: North Africa & Spain 
Date of origin: 9th/10th century 
History: Cursive script developed directly from early Kufic angular scripts used in Maghreb 
(Morocco) & later Spain, mostly Andalusia. Western-influenced & realtively isolated from Islam 
as absorbed into eastern part of North Africa. Divided into 5 other subscripts: Kufic Maghribi 
(forerunner), Mabsout script (used for Qur’an), Mojawher script (mainly used by king to 
announce laws), Thuluth Maghrebi, Mosnad script (mainly used by courts & notairs in marriage 
contracts). Also Qayrawani, Fasi, Sudani styles.  
Characteristics: Rounded, exaggerated extension of horizontal elements. Sober. Extremely 
clear & legible. Semi-monumental. Style comes from way nib is cut and held; allows variations in 
ink supply (copious vs. tapering away in curves of letters below baseline). Written with sharp 
pointed pen producing lines of even thickness (cursive with chiselled pen: line of varying 
thickness). Treatment of letters below baseline: when 2 letters in close proximity, flow into each 
other; arcs formed by them seem to support & cushion  writing above baseline. Final alef from 
top to bottom. Stem shave club-like extensions to left of their top point. 
Artistic interpretation: slow, disconnected straight movement with bigger curves,               
                                      denser than Kufic 
 
Eastern Kufic aka Kufic-Abbasid 
Place of origin: Baghdad 
Date of origin: 10th century 
History: When cursive Naskh became popular in 10th c., Kufic responded by overemphasising 
qualities of cursive scripts in the geometrical style. Mainly book calligraphy rather than 
architectural; popular in ceramics. 
Characteristics: Slender vertical & oblique strokes animated earlier rigid Kufic. Stiff, rigid, dry, 
but legible. Diacritical marks as red dots. Verse endings as medallions in colour/gold. Generous 
margins. Nun curves below baseline. Vertical strokes almost touch base of line above. Rhythmic 
effect, particularly in swaying letters above baseline.  
 
Qarmatian Kufic 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: 11th century 
History: Persian-style Kufic resembling Pahlavi & Avestan writing (the Qarmatians were open-
minded Persian dissidents hostile to Arabs). 
Characteristics: Letters written separately, then joined by hair-thin lines written with comer of 
nib. More compact & taller than 10th c. Kufic. 
 
Square Kufic aka Muraba 
Place of origin: 13th/14th century 
Date of origin: Persia 
History: Influence from lands of Mongols & their successors. Developed from use of calligraphy 
in buildings. Simple forms contrast with complex calligraphic compositions. Was only calligraphic 
style used to cover entire buildings, a practice unique to Islamic architecture.  
Characteristics: Square, austere. 
Artistic interpretation: slowest, angular movement 

 

                        
 

      
 

           



 

 

Naskh “act of cancellation, abrogation” / “suppression” 
Place of origin: Saudi Arabia, developed in Baghdad 
Date of origin: 10th century, perfected in the 11th century 
History: One of original 6 scripts from Baghdad. Evolved from undeveloped Hijazi script. Given 
distinct form by Ibn Muqla. Named Naskh (“copy”) b/c used in copying Qur’an, Hadith, other 
books. Also on metal, wood, marble, plaster. First Naskh & Kufic equal then Kufic used for art, 
Naskh for communication, correspondence, documents. By 11th c., Naskh replaced Kufic for 
copying Qu'ran, also secular & personal writings. Thuluth, Muhaqqaq & Rihani also used for 
Qur'an but Naskh dominated. Types: Torkestani, Torki, Ta’liq, Sharqi, Nayrizi. Haarakat & other 
signs not inserted except in printed Qur'ans, hadith texts, prayers. Modern Arabic script from 
Naskh. Modern Naskh further developed for typography; Qur’an, books, newspapers, periodicals 
now printed in Persia, Afghanistan, Arab countries. Legible, clear, adapted as style for lettersets 
in print & computers. Easy to read & write, appealed to general population - in normal writing. 
Characteristics: Brisk, bright, clear, legible. Deceptively hard to write well; must not look forced 
/ contrived but natural & organic (said that Efendi’s Naskh resembled in naturalness a flight of 
butterflies). Vibrant, lively, very rhythmic line. Regular; sizes of identically or similarly shaped 
letters uniform & consistent. Small, but beauty in respect for proportions & in balance through 
equal distribution of flat & circular forms (½ flat ½ round) & by heavy vs. light pen movements. 
Full & deep curve, uprights straight & vertical, words well spaced. 2 parts roundness, 4 parts 
surface. Thin lines & round letter shapes. Neat, easy to read correctly; when haarakat used, 
reading unmistakable. Short horizontals, equal vertical depth above & below medial line. Like 
Thuluth in beauty, glamour, accuracy, but smaller. Decorated but less than Thuluth; diacritical 
signs add beauty & elegance. Naskh & Thuluth were most prevalent scripts but size & sequence 
allow swift pen movement in Naskh, yet retaining harmony & beauty. Persian Nasko (more static 
version) like Rihan till 18th c., then influenced by Ta’liq & like Nasta’liq (angular, verticals finer). 
Artistic interpretation: medium/fast, balance of straight & round, more fluid, regular 
 
Tolt 
Place of origin: n/a 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: Evolved through several channels from Khatt-e Jalil (“the majestic script”), derivative of 
Kufic (Jalil = large/“fat”, as opposed to Koaf = “hidden”/small/“thin”, then became “clear”). “Light” 
(thinner, more graceful) & “heavy” varieties. Used for dispatches of viziers to officials; replies of 
officials to viziers written in small Tolt. In Persia was & still used for title headings on book 
spines, frontispieces, chapter headings & mostly for inscriptions & tile work. Since cannot be 
read by all, seldom used for Qur’ans (except frontispiece, sura headings, publication date, 
colophon). One of most beautiful & admired of all scripts, also one of most difficult to master.  
Characteristics: 1/3 of letters straight, 2/3 round (predominance of “round” components). Easy, 
gentle movement of pen, so sinuous that said to “dance.” Ends of letters have thin & delicate 
“tails” sloping down, either with final flourish or free. Special touches: ends of final flourishes 
sharp & hair-thin by using nib edge, tuft at top of some detached & initial letters such as “alef“. 
Bows & bowls sometimes deepened by nib held on slant. Large but also compact. Eyes & loops 
open as blotching not permitted, but sometimes closed. Letters of different shapes allows for 
individual variation & readers often confused as different letters seem alike. Lines sometimes 
well apart, sometimes less, sometimes so close that intertwined. All haarakat & other signs 
inserted, often also ornamental frills. Letters sometimes in super-script or subscript positions. 
Artistic interpretation: fast, fluid, more round than straight, sinuous, gentle and light, dense 

            
                                                                                   

 
 
 
 

     

 

   



 

 

Tumar 
Place of origin: Damascus 
Date of origin: 7th/8th century 
History: After development of pens with nibs of different widths in 8th c., new scripts emerged. 
Tumar pen was standard largest size pen (width of vertical stroke 24 horsehairs) in official 
correspondence. Used by Umayyad caliphs in signatures & writing to sultans; royal script. Also 
Tumar Minor in accreditation of ministers & representatives, in ceremonies. Many large Qur'ans. 
Characteristics: Large, heavy. Based on script without sharp angles, written at greater speeds, 
for day-to-day uses. Due to rounded, flexible character was suited to artistic application. 
 
 
 
Thuluth “one-third” 
Place of origin: Damascus, developed in Baghdad 
Date of origin: 7th century (developed in 8th/9th century) 
History: One of original 6 scripts, further developed in Persia. Originated from Kufic, aka Mother 
of All Scripts, the origin of all calligraphy. Greatly disseminated, greatest exponents Iranian. 
Stately, imposing, more impressive than Naskh so often used for titles or epigrams, rather than 
lengthy texts. Rarely used for Qur'an except sura openings, epigrams. Ornamental script for 
calligraphic inscriptions, also titles, headings, colophons. 1st theory: name given to script written 
with pen of nib width 1/3 (8 hairs wide) of Tumar pen. 2nd theory: 1/3 of letters straight, 2/3 round. 
In scaling down process, took on new characteristics. 2 kinds: Thuluth-e Saqil (width of 8 hairs), 
Thuluth-e Khafif (thinner letters, used on half-size pages). By 11th c., only Thuluth survived to be 
at top of list of most popular 6 early cursive scripts (the six pens). Forms evolved over the 
centuries, variations found on architectural monuments, glass, metalwork, textiles, wood. 
Mamluk Thuluth of 14th c. was heavy & large. Ottomans preferred simpler, more refined version 
still used - Saldjuk Thuluth. Still most important of all ornamental scripts. Used for architectural 
inscriptions (walls of mosques, minbars - pulpits, domes, facades, museums), newspaper 
headlines, frontispieces, chapter titles, frames, book titles. Most difficult to master. 
Characteristics: Resembles Naskh but with pointed endings, letters more rounded. Curved 
letters with barbed heads. May be written in lines so close to one another that letters linked & 
sometimes intersecting: cursive flow of ample & complex proportions. Known elaborate graphics, 
remarkable plasticity & tendency to make artistic forms with it. Visual line excites & draws mind 
into contemplation of texts. Most visually powerful & versatile of all scripts. 
Artistic interpretation: fast, very fluid, sinuous, impressive, dense 
 
 
 
Nisf “one-half” 
Place of origin: Damascus 
Date of origin: 7th/8th century 
History: 1st theory: name given to script  written with pen of nib width 1/2 (12 hairs wide) of 
Tumar pen. 2nd theory: 1/2 of letters straight, 1/2 round. In scaling down process, took on new 
characteristics of its own. Used in government chancelleries & for everyday needs. 
Characteristics:  Variety of Thuluth. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                 
                                                                                  
 
 
 

           
 

                                                         
                                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Thuluthayn “two-thirds” 
Place of origin: Damascus 
Date of origin: 9th century 
History: 1st theory: name given to script with pen of nib width 2/3 (16 hairs wide) of Tumar pen. 
2nd theory: 2/3 of letters straight, 1/3 round. In scaling down, took on new characteristics. Most 
often used & clearer than other styles. Used by kings & high officials for writing decrees & 
decisions, caliph's writings to deputies & princes. Called Sejellat when used on scrolls. 
Characteristics: Delicate variety of Thuluth. 
 
Muhaqqaq from roots “haqq” & “ahqiq” (strong & upright) 
“strongly expressed, tightly woven cloth” /  “unequivocal”  
Place of origin: Baghdad 
Date of origin: 9th century 
History: Deriviative of Kufic, 1st of 6 original scripts to be systematised & geometrically defined 
by Ibn Moqla, further developed in Persia. Used for writing long-page format Qur’ans, frames, 
other precious books up to 16th & 17th c., valued for legibility. The Mamluk Abd al-Rahman Ibn 
al-Sayigh composed large 6' high Qur’an. Also used in Ottoman Turkey. Reached peak in 15th c. 
Lost to Thuluth in 17th c. Gradually fell out of use, perhaps b/c too slow. Now obsolete. 
Characteristics: Each letter has definite individual & consistent shape, words never entangled, 
so very legible. Resembles simple Kufic, letters cannot be confused as shapes fixed. Pen moves 
slowly with uniform pressure so no variation of thickness & thinness in strokes. Majestic, large, 
regularly spaced letters, written without interpenetration. Derived from Thuluth but less round, 
surface augmented by 1 dot. Letters, whether individual or combined, all complete. 1/4 
roundness, rest surface. Except for kaf & lam, similar & with taller vertical strokes, loops & hooks 
of median & terminal letters written in 3 tight shapes. Characteristic wa & ra letters, parallel, 
descending, sword-like. Left corner of letter angled. Alef & other vertical strokes taller than in 
other scripts. Alef straight & thick, has slender tawisah (short stroke at top of letter, like fish 
hook). Broad, curving, downward strokes. Whole of each word usually lies on same line. Loops 
of median & final letters & eyes in all positions open. Loops & semicircular final flourishes as 
shallow as possible but wide. Some letters with tuft (small blob) at start of stroke. Diacritical 
marks with fine pen. Proportion of round to straight strokes 1 1/2 to 4 1/2 or 2:4. 
Artistic interpretation: slow/medium, wide and sweeping horizontal movement, fluid but sharp 
 

Rihan “the aromatic plant basil” / “having a fragrance” 
Place of origin: Baghdad 
Date of origin: 9th century 
History: One of original 6 scripts, further developed in Persia. Muhaqqaq written in size of 
Naskh (smaller). Derived from Naskh & Thuluth. Also used in Turkey. Muhaqqaq & Rihan used 
for Qur’an & poetic anthologies till 16th / 17th c., valued for legibility. Gradually fell out of use 
(Muhaqqaq first), perhaps too slow. Peak in 15th c., replaced by Thuluth in 17th c, obsolete. Ibn 
al-Bawwab’s famous Qur’an in Chester Beatty Museum, Dublin, written in very tight early Rihan. 
Characteristics:  Very delicate, fine, resembling smaller Muhaqqaq but strokes & shapes 
thinner & more graceful. Vertical strokes shorter, alef straight & thin. Elegant. Written slowly. 
Like Thuluth but sharp ends of letters. Muhaqqaq & Rihan look like Tolt but different letter 
shaping: bowls wider & more regular, bows smaller, eyes more open. Harakaat & other signs 
finer, ornamentation sparser & much simpler. 1 1/2 parts roundness, 4 1/2 parts surface.  
Artistic interpretation: slow/medium, like Muhaqqaq but small and more graceful 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

   
 
                                                                  
 
 

 



 

 

Tawqi “signature” /  “brief note” 
Place of origin: Baghdad 
Date of origin: 9th / 10th century 
History: Last of original 6 scripts, further developed in Persia. Variation of Thuluth, deriviative of 
Tolt. Derived from Riyasi script used by Abbasid caliphs for signing their names & titles. 
Chancery script. Precursor to Ta’liq. Used mainly for diplomas, dispatches, documents to be 
signed by caliphs or viziers, ordinary government documents, in colophons of Qur’an & other 
books, giving name of person for whom written, date, place, scribe. In Persia gradually replaced 
by easier Riqa. Two versions: Ejazeh & other, originated in annotating books & writing letters, 
rooted in Thuluth-e khafif, in which roundness & surface equal. Most famous variant Towqi‘-e 
motlaq, aka Riyasi, same size as Thuluth, used for all governmental correspondence. In 15th c., 
variant of this was widespread in writing cultural authorizations & attestations (Ejazeh) - fine, 
slender, letters more rounded than Towqi‘-e motlaq). Now obsolete. 
Characteristics: Like Thuluth & Riqa. Letters more compressed than Thuluth, rounder and 
deeper. Section of Thuluth pen wider. Some letters joined, sometimes all (even last letter to next 
word). Rules like Tolt but smaller, letter combinations more compact, words more often joined, 
some letter shapes not in Tolt. Letters of uniform thickness, rounder, deeper. Small letter size - 
smoother, easier to write. Eyes & loops ideally open but can be closed if needed. Heavy. 
Artistic interpretation: fast, like Tolt but small and very dense and rounder 
 
 

Riqa “fragment of paper” 
Place of origin: Baghdad 
Date of origin: 10th century  
History: One of original 6 scripts, further developed in Persia. Small version of Tawqi, simplified, 
same rules. Devised to save time & space in short messages. Quick-hand writing, clerical. Used 
for titles, names, dates in Qur’an & other books, completion dates & names of dignitaries, 
scribes. Short stories on small pieces of paper. Widely used in most Muslim countries. In Turkey 
& Arab countries replaced but survived in Persia. Ottoman version (Idjaza) used to sign 
diplomas; in 18th c. simplified, letters less rounded & more straight, used with Diwani, became 
standard handwriting for Turks (as Shikasta Nasta-liq for Persians), letters & all correspondence. 
Characteristics: Slightly slanting. Pen cut shorter than Tawqi. Same shapes as Tolt & Tawqi but 
smaller than Tawqi, eyes closed, loops always open, pen turned & moved more freely than Tolt 
or Tawqi, with continuity & speed. Mostly round (straight to round = 1:6). Small, short letters but 
fully shaped, and so appearing fat. No intertwining; consistent shaping & spacing yet sometimes 
crammed. Harakat & ornamental frills not used; tufts. Constructed from short strokes & subtle 
pen motions. Not as easy as looks but easier than all others (except Kufic), good for beginners. 
Artistic interpretation: very fast, like Tawqi but small and more dense, movement shorter but 
                                      more free, simplified 
 
 

Riqa Kirmasi 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: A rapidly written version of  Riqa. 
Characteristics: Like Riqa but breaking the rules for the sake of speed.                                 

                      
 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Ruqa “small sheet” 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: 19th century 
History: Riqa progressively simplified; evolved from Naskh & Thuluth. Straight lines, clipped 
letters. Clear, readable, very economical, easy to write, easiest of all for daily handwriting. At first 
was most common for daily use, especially for women. A favourite script of Ottoman 
calligraphers, had many improvements. Later revised by others, became most popular & widely 
used script for handwriting in all of Arab world today: letters, hurried notes. One of “modern” 
types; used in titles of books & magazines, commercial advertisements - since simple & clear. 
Characteristics: Closely resembles Riqa & Tawqi. Quick rhythm. Simple geometric formation of 
letters reliant on easily formed straight lines & circles. Geometric forms of letters like Thuluth but 
smaller, more curves. Loops of letters closed. Rounded, densely structured with short horizontal 
stems. Alef inclined to right, never with barbed heads (unlike Thuluth or Tawqi). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ta’liq aka Farsi / "suspension” / “hanging together” 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: 10th century 
(formalised in the 13th century, refined in the 14th century, enhanced in the 15th century) 
History: Persian version of Naskh, sensitive to poetry. Used widely in Iran, India, Afghanistan. 
Combination of Tawqi, Riqa, Naskh and improvement in Persian pens. Influenced by sinuous 
Pahlevi & Avestan alphabets. Persian Fahlawi script replaced by Arabic letters in early Arabic 
script called Firamuz; new script to be known as Ta`liq (cursive) due to cursive style & horizontal 
forms. Persians excelled in cursive scripts & added ornaments & decorations making it unique 
with beautiful inclined letters. Used in literature, books, diwans of poetry, letters. Books of Hadith 
in Naskh. Used extensively for copying Persian anthologies, epics, miniatures, other literary 
works. Words & detached letters could be joined, allowing speedy writing suitable for official 
correspondence. Not used for Qur’an. Used in Iran until 16th c., mainly for edicts, gradually 
declined & replaced by Shikasta Ta’liq. Abandoned in 19th c. but still used as monumental script 
for important occasions. Became Diwani in Turkey & Egypt, used in official business. 
Characteristics: Suspended between Riqa & Tawqi. Five parts roundness and one part surface. 
Thick obliquely cut pen used. Combination of short thin verticals with broad horizontals with 
natural length exaggerated whenever possible, especially at ends of words. Cursive, nervous, 
concise. Words and detached letters joined for speedy writing. Forceful, dominating, arbitrary. 
Very elegant, poetically flowing. Letters changed in length & thickness according to taste of artist 
& pen thickness. No vowels except occasional hamza & shadda. Ottoman style Jali Ta’liq has 
sinuous line, muscular, tense as serpent; low and flat, leaning back toward right as if resisting 
wind of left-ward advance. Nearly impossible to master. Used for large public inscriptions. 
Artistic interpretation: fast, very curvy, fluid, horizontals larger than verticals, light 

            
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 

Shikasta Ta’liq “broken Ta’liq”  
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: 14th century (defined / perfected in the 15th century)  
History: Devised for rapid writing of Ta’liq. Used in Persian governmental & judicial offices, 
documents & books by clerks & calligraphers. Lost to Nasta’liq & Shikasta Nasta’liq in 16th c., but 
was still used until 19th c. Now used for artistic display in Iran. 
Characteristics: Like Ta'liq but etters more intricate & more difficult to read. Intertwining. 
Unjoinable letters & words joined together. Strokes usually round, pen moved smoothly. Letter & 
word sizes not uniform. Little consistency in composition, not much symmetry as in other scripts. 
 
Tarassol “correspondence” script 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: Used by diwan secretaries. 
Characteristics: Simplified form of Shikasta Ta’liq. 
 
Nasta’liq aka Naskhi Ta’liq / ‘hanging script’ / “like birds in flight” 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: 13th century (developed in the 14th century) 
History: According to legend, perfected by 15th c. calligrapher Mir ‘Ali Tabrizi after dreaming of 
flying geese whose wings & movement inspired letter shapes. Lighter, more elegant form of 
Ta’liq, combined with Naskh. Used in calligraphy of poetry & literary texts, extensively in copying 
Persian anthologies, romantic & mystical epics, miniatures, other literary works. Not used for 
Qur'an. From 15th c. used for ordinary writing in Persia. Two styles; the consistent, graceful 
Eastern / Khorasani (15th c.) took over Garbi Nasta’liq from Western Persia (sharp letters & 
words, very long & level elongations, large semicircles), which was gradually forgotten but traces 
in Nasta’liq of Afghanistan, India, Pakistan. Rarely used for Arabic but Muslim Indians, Ottoman 
Turks, Egyptians adopted it somewhat. Declined in 20th c. but has been revived again. Modern 
version same as 17th c., with calligraphers' own artistic touches. Still national script of Iran. 
Characteristics: Appears to flow into the air. Fluid, expressive. Not slow as Naskh or limited as 
Ta’liq. Clear, balanced like Naskh, fast like Ta’liq. Beauty & grace superior to both. Belief that 
letter shapes inspired by nature / music - verticals: trees & flowers; round: undulations of hills & 
meadows; treble & bass; elongations: fields & plains or musical pauses; sinuosities of letters & 
words: bodily contours of animals, birds & especially people; sentence arrangement: flights of 
birds or clusters of flowers. Human features & postures were inspiration in Persian poetry, 
features of beloved often compared to letters of alphabet. Wing-like letters (ra like bird’s wing, 
others like head, back, tail). Letters & words seem to dance, holding hands, embracing. 
Balanced distribution of thick & thin, open & closed, short & tall strokes, symmetry & consistency 
of letter juxtaposition. Regular, firm, graceful flourishes. Easily legible, written quickly,  
compactly; no room / need to fill voids with pointings, ornament, harakat (only to remove 
ambiguity) as Tolt, yet no confusion between similar letters. Mostly round, 1/3-1/6 of strokes 
straight; round strokes slope down from right to left. Pen moves freely & more easily than Naskh. 
Final flourishes similar in letters. Dimensions by point measures. Usually words not joined. Very 
short verticals without serifs. Deep curved horizontals. Slants to right (all other styles to left). 
Starts of initial & detached letters with right edge of nib (in other scripts: full breadth). 
Artistic interpretation: fast, very curvy and fluid, free like Ta’liq, balance like Naskh, into the air 

   

        
 
 
 
 

                                       

       



 

 

Shikasta Nasta’liq “broken Nasta’liq” 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: 17th century  
History: Increasing use of Nasta’liq & consequent need to write it quickly caused process of 
gradual attrition. The result was a rapidly written version of Nasta’liq influenced by Shikasta 
Ta’liq. Used for letters of official correspondence. Reached peak in 18th/19th c. & underwent 
further alterations and simplifications. 
Characteristics: Same as Nasta’liq but some letters shrunk, words detached, letters sometimes 
joined. More cursive shape adapted for Nasta’liq letters, resulting in speedier writing. 
 
Nasta’liq Kirmasi “broken Nasta‘liq” 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: A rapidly written version of Nasta‘liq. 
Characteristics: Like Nasta‘liq but breaking rules for the sake of speed. Wider, longer 
geometrical & mathematical measurements & letters.  
 
Tahriri “epistolary” 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: Used for letters and notes. 
Characteristics: Simple form of Shikasta Nasta’liq. 
 
Shikasta “broken script” 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey/ Persia 
Date of origin: 17th century (peak in 18th century) 
History: Derived from Nasta’liq & Ta’liq. In 18th & 19th c., became so stylised that was 
incomprehensible. Influenced by Shikasta Ta’liq but with shrunken form of Nasta‘liq, also has 
features of Ta’liq since was written by scribes who previously used Ta’liq. First lacked 
consistency, a mixture of Ta’liq, Nasta‘liq, and Shikasta. Gradually replaced Ta’liq by being more 
legible, used for decrees, documents, later also for books, poems, albums. Certain features 
traced back to experimental devices in Tolt, ornamental letter shapes in Rihan and Muhaqqaq 
devices, and decorative styles of Tarassoli Nasta‘liq. Best writing speed of all scripts. Use for 
decrees, documents & other purposes prompted clerks & scribes to add frills which made it very 
complex - eventually need for simplification: secretarial style is simplified form of Shikasta 
adapted for ease & speed of writing & reading. Proper Shikasta more artistic.  
Characteristics: Elegant, mostly round, few flat strokes. Elaborate, romantic form. Contrary to 
implied meaning, natural pauses between letters & words blurred by joining up normally empty 
passages of verse or sentence. Movement of pen & hand less constrained than Nasta’liq. 
Exaggerated joining of words & letters, unjoinable letters often attached. Differently shaped 
letters appear the same, letters & words consistently shaped with uniform heights & slopes; 
when juxtaposed stand nicely together. Extreme density & super-structured letters due to tightly 
connected ligatures. Loops more open than Nasta‘liq, oblique crossbars longer & not always 
attached to letter, more elongations, final flourishes stretched out instead of usual semicircular 
form. 3 forms of some final letters. Very low, inclined verticals. Diacritical marks not used unless 
absolutely necessary. Small, difficult to read or write, not following ordinary rules of handwriting.                                                                                                                                 

    
 
 
 
 

     
 

                     
 
Artistic interpretation: very fast, freer than Nasta’liq, broad horizontals, blurred, verticals low 
                                       and inclined, almost illegible 



 

 

Sini 
Place of origin: China 
Date of origin: Ming dynasty (1368-1644) 
History: Developed by Chinese Muslims in contact with Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, India. With 
coming of Islam during Mongol control over China, Persia & central Asia in late 13th c., Thuluth 
was standard script for Qur’anic inscriptions. Then Sini developed, used for liturgical purposes, 
on placards with invocations hanging above main entrance of mosques in eastern China, to write 
the shahada (profession of faith) in form of peacock fan in centre of mihrab (niche indicating 
direction of prayer), on artifacts for Ottoman market. Exaggerated form popular in central China 
at start of 20th c. 
Characteristics: Flowing, fluttering, discontinuous. Letters distinguished by use of thick & 
tapered effects, like Chinese calligraphy. Extremely rounded letters, very fine lines. Slender 
ankles, fat feet. Resembles cursive Thuluth, also Muhaqqaq. Letters extend below baseline & 
end diagonally downward rather than upward as in Thuluth. Stop short of completing letter if 
crosses another. In dry-brush technique (basic calligraphic tool in East Asia), change in tone 
registered as brush loses charge of ink. Arabic writing distinguished by flowing tails of letters 
while Chinese characters neatly contained in square form, complementing architecture of 
Chinese temples & buildings. Chinese mosques usually have placards in Sini & pair of hadith or 
lines from Qur’an hedged into form of Chinese-character couplet: words boxed into square 
rotated 45° to form diamond. Another common form is rectangular, with one of names of God or 
Prophet wrapped around extended vertical stroke such as alef. Alef often used as architectonic 
device. Compared to Chinese calligraphic representations of characters for dragon, tiger & 
longevity, also with single vertical stroke. Another style derived from Sini for ornamental 
purposes, used on ceramics & chinaware, with thick, triangular verticals & thin horizontals. Now 
Sini most commonly written on fine paper using wooden spatula or broad, short-bristled brush. 
 
Hirati 
Place of origin: Afghanistan 
Date of origin: after 14th century 
History: Developed by court calligraphers at the Herat school. 
Characteristics: Like Nasta’liq but differs in elongations, final flourishes, proportionate sizes of 
letters and diacritical points, shapes and juxtapositions of words and letters. 
 
Bihari aka Kurfi 
Place of origin: India 
Date of origin: 14th century, developed during Mughal dynasty (1526-1858) 
History: Generated from Persian school of calligraphy. Mainly for copying Qur'an. Was a minor 
script in India while Nasta'liq, Naskh & Thuluth developed into Mughal scripts, & became thicker 
& bolder, letters widely spaced, curves more rounded. Disappeared by 16th c. Still used in 
Kerala for printing Qur’an. 
Characteristics: Letters distinguished by strangely uneven quality of certain horizontal strokes, 
particularly at end of word - elongated, thickened, then tapered to sword-like point. Vowels as 
horizontal strokes (while written at 45° angle in most cursive scripts). Horizontal loops dominant 
& much longer than vertical strokes, usually begin from thin point, gradually thicken as move left, 
terminate in sharp point or blunt edge. Verticals by pulling pen down; thin line (i.e. alef) contrast 
with thick horizontals below baseline in letters, by rotating nib angle. Evokes baroque rhythms. 

         
 

         
 
 
 

                 



 

 

Jawi  
Place of origin: Southeast Asia 
Date of origin: 14th century 
History: An adapted Arabic alphabet used for writing the Malay language used in Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Singapore, Brunei and Thailand. Replaced by Latin alphabet in the 17th c. Still used 
for religious and Malay cultural administration in some areas. 
Characteristics: Mostly Arabic with some extra characters unique to Jawi. Letters with no initial 
and middle forms adopt the isolated form as they cannot be joined with other letters.  
 
 
Diwani from the word “diwan” (state council or government office) 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: 15th / 16th century 
History: A type of Ta’liq. Invented for writing official documents issued by Ottoman Council of 
States. Was one of secrets of palaces of Sultan, rules of script not known to everyone. Used for 
all royal decrees, endowments, resolutions. Official script of Ottoman government, suited for 
many decorative variations. Used for land ownership documents, administrative letters; 
essentially used on special formal occasions. Spread to Arab lands, reached peak in 17th c. 
Abandoned when Turkish government adopted Latin alphabet. Still used in Arab countries for 
formal documents & as architectural decoration: large and small forms. Spread in modern times 
by Royal Arabic Calligraphy School in Egypt; simplified & developed by Egyptian calligrapher 
Mustafa Ghazlan, called the Ghazlani handwriting. Also in correspondence of kings, princes, 
presidents, in ceremonies & greeting cards. High artistic value. 
Characteristics: Excessively cursive, highly structured. Letters undotted, joined together 
unconventionally. No vowel marks. Accent at endings of lines. Extremely graceful & decorative 
with strong diagonal flourishes. Known for intertwining of letters. Not easy to read or write; 
depends on knowing rules since letters joined to next. Difficult to forge. Marked by beauty & 
harmony. Accurate small samples usually more beautiful than big ones.  
Artistic interpretation: fast, very curvy and fluid, more dense and vertical                            
                                      than the Persian scripts, diagonal tilt, graceful 
 
 
Jali Diwani aka Humayuni (Imperial) 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: 15th century (perfected in the 19th century)  
History: More complex, ornately embellished, decorated form of Diwani. Favoured for 
ornamental use. Only in important documents connected with Sultan or Saray. Reserved for 
government edicts, new laws, bequests & other official documents. Used for firmans & berats. 
Characteristics: Like Diwani but letters written within each other. Oblique direction, every line 
rising upwards at end. Same vowel points as Thuluth. Spaces between letters spangled with 
decorative devices with no orthographic value. Intertwined letters & straight lines from top to 
bottom, punctuated & decorated to appear as one piece. Almost extreme use of vowels, reading 
signs, decorative marks. Became so dense that text almost hidden within decorative elements. 
Difficult to read. Normally written in lines slanting up as they move to the left & swoop up at end, 
terminating with single-line stroke that descends into sharp pointed resolution. 
Artistic interpretation: like Diwani but more dense and complex, almost illegible 

          
 
                                             

                                            

                                            

                                              
                                                                                       
   
 
 
 
 

    



 

 

Diwani Kirmasi “broken Diwani” 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: Rapidly written version of Diwani. 
Characteristics: Like Diwani but breaking the rules for the sake of speed. 
 
 
Sumbuli “hyacinth script” 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: after 16th century 
History: Evolved from Diwani. 
Characteristics: Reminiscent of Diwani letters. 
 
 
Siyakat 
Place of origin: developed / favoured by Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: n/a  
History: An extreme script so impressionistic that only a specialist could read it. Early origins but 
used extensively in the Ottoman ministry of finance. No artistic application. Confined to title 
deeds, estate & property registers, financial ledgers. Created with intention of keeping title deeds 
confidential as it was only possible for those initiated into the secrets of this script to decipher it. 
Characteristics: Has a close affinity with Kufic. Straight and heavy lines, relatively angular. 
 
 
Musalsal “strung together” /  “chain-like” 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: n/a 
History: The name for when letters joined together. In Ottoman Turkey it was used for some 
Riqa texts, but mostly for Thuluth. 
Characteristics: Endings of all words are joined together to create the effect of a chain of 
continuity, some horizontal strokes deliberately elongated to create impression of waves in the 
flow of writing. 
Artistic interpretation: very fast, very fluid, dense with tall verticals and occasional horizontals 
 
 
 

Jali 
Place of origin: Persia 
Date of origin: n/a, made beautiful by the 15th century 
History: The name for every large type of script but especially Thuluth. Used for large frames, 
public buildings and inscriptions, such as Isfahan mosque. There is a distinctive Ottoman Jali 
especially used for inscriptions. 
Characteristics: Large, monumental. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Toghra 
Place of origin: Persia; used widely in Ottoman Turkey 
Date of origin: Seljuk period (1071-1299) 
History: A monogram with a ruler’s name and title. Used as a royal seal in ministerial offices, 
validated a decree like royal signature. First only used for headings of royal edicts, on coins, 
seals, signets,  wherever a coat of arms or royal monogram was used by European 
governments. Then more widely used. Ottoman calligraphers devised a special, ornate form in 
Tolt, Riqa, and Diwani. Fell out of use after abandonment of Arabic script. 
Characteristics: Elaborate and highly stylised rendering of the names of the Ottoman sultan. 
Very intricate with parallel curvilinear strokes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ghubar “dust” script / “dust kicked up by horses” / "wing script" / today known as Ghulan 
Place of origin: Ottoman Turkey; developed in Persia 
Date of origin: 9th century 
History: Developed from Riqa. Used for fast writing on small pieces of paper. Designed for 
concise messages sent by carrier pigeons. This miniscule script compresses information into 
smallest possible space. Also used for writings set within other calligraphic inscriptions: the 
production of scrolls, for esoteric, talismanic & magical writings, and for miniature copies of 
Qur’an. Small Qur’ans, usually octagonal, were made for soldiers, travellers & pilgrims - used as 
protective talismans placed into breast pocket, meant to be kept close to the heart. Important in 
the case of scrolls used for a magical purpose. When used to copy Qur’an, clarity important; the 
script was written in least ambiguous form, ample spacing between words & verses. All the text 
of the Qur’an (77,934 words)  was written on an ostrich egg shell (by Isma’il Abd Allah, 14th c.). 
Folkloric rather than artistic. By reading out inscriptions in larger script, one transmitted power of 
the ‘hidden’ text in Ghubar written within the larger letters or as the background defining them. 
Survived until start of the 20th c. Modern calligraphers have reduced it to extremely minute size. 
Characteristics: Almost microscopic, difficult for the eye to read. Usually about 1.3 mm high, 
rarely over 3 mm. Uniform, predominantly round, no elongations, very compact, written quickly. 
No tufts, loops or eyes of median and some final letters can be closed to make them smaller. 
Words can be as fine as a single hair.  
Artistic interpretation: smallest, text as texture, fills empty space 

 

              
 
 

        



 

 

Muthanna aka Muthannazar / “doubled” / “facing each other” /  “mirror-like” 
Applied to any script, but mostly used with Thuluth and Kufic. Lost by the 16th c. Text in a 
standard script is worked into pattern where one half is the mirror image of the other. 
 
 
 
Resim yasi / Hilyah 
Pictorial or zoomorphic calligraphy. Text, usually religious, is manipulated into shape of bird, 
animal, tree, boat, or other object. A description of the Prophet through a 'word picture'. Since 
Islam discourages depicting a person who could be idolised, other than a few miniatures, no one 
made portraits of the Prophet. Instead of having an image of the Prophet, as for Christ within 
Christian world, Muslims learn about characteristics of the Prophet of Islam from the Hilyah. 
Thuluth, Naskh, and Nasta'liq scripts extensively used. 
 
 
 
Khatt-i shoddier “tree-like writing” 
Letters look like branches of tree. Applied to Thuluth. Used for book titles. 
 
 
 
Khatt-i mu’amma’i 
Applied to any script. Rearrangement of text so it is difficult to read. 
 
 
 
Alev yazisi “flame-like writing” 
Can also be applied to Thuluth. 
 
 
 
Gulzar 
Filling the area within outlines of relatively large letters with various ornamental devices: floral 
designs, geometric patterns, hunting scenes, portraits, small script, other motifs. Often used in 
composite calligraphy, where also surrounded by other decorative units and calligraphic panels.  
 
 
 
Khat al-Hurr 
Most modern calligraphic script, developed in different parts of Arab world in the 1980s. This 
free-style script does not follow pre-set pattern but typically is elegant and highly stylised. 
Excessively cursive. Curves display marked contrast in line width. A curve might change 
abruptly from heaviest possible line a pen can create to thinnest possible line from same pen.            

          

                                                                                       

       
 
 

     
 
 
                                           



 

 

Appendix D:  Research 
 
 
Rhythm in Sufi Philosophy 
 
Sufism is the inward and mystical dimension of Islam. People are entrapped 
in (impermanent) manifestations and by extinguishing the ego and lifting the 
veil of passions off the spirit, transparency is attained and the essence 
(permanence) is revealed. The spiritualized soul is like a solid crystal form, 
transparent with light. Keeping the soul open to the inflow of the Infinite is 
opening oneself up actively (because individual nature is passive). 
 
The Universe a combination of mirrors in which the Infinite Essence 
contemplates itself in a multiplicity of Forms. The Divine Essence, sometimes 
described as feminine (Laila) can never be seen, only one’s form is mirrored 
in it. Divine Unity consists of unity in multiplicity. The Divine Being is a source 
of light which illuminates the possibilities (which are dark space). The Divine 
Word possesses all possibilities of manifestation. Divine Qualities are like the 
colours of a prism. 
 
The philosopher Ibn Arabi (1165-1240) compared existence to dust particles 
made visible in light. Al Haba is dust in the air, visible only through the rays 
of light (Spirit) it refracts, the Universal Substance. Conversely, the light ray 
is only visible with dust. A veil refracts this light of God, as a screen colouring 
pure light by filtering it, whereas transparency, like light through shadow, is 
luminous. Furthermore, the reality of the Universe is not easily dissociated 
from the reality of vision; however, the renewing of Creation occurs at each 
instant/breath. It is continually annihilated and renewed. But since we do not 
perceive interruption between two analogous creations, reality appears 
homogenous through the illusion of continuity. 
 
The Qur’an first fixed itself in the Prophet’s body (not mind) at night, and only 
then became words, and finally script. In Sufism, the phonetic sound of the 
Qur’an corresponds to primordial sound and cosmic order. “Dhikr” is the 
invocation of essential realities (immutable essences) through rhythm: words 
or movement of the body, dance, sonorous incantations, breathing, related to 
the rhythm of nature (movement of stars, sea waves, spasms of love or  
dying). Prayer is a song of praise where rhythmic chanting, swaying, and  

 
 
 
 
 
drumming, lead into invisible channels along which flow blessings and peace 
from God. Knowledge lies beyond form and physical blindness enables 
seeing. Sufism is a deep and compassionate path of love and knowledge, 
felt in the rhythmic poetry of Rumi. Whirling dervishes conceive of the body 
as a cage; through repetition, regular, rhythmic breathing and body 
movement, reunion with the Divine Being is achieved. This is a process of 
“letting go“, a trance of ecstasy. 
 
Space and the Doctrine of Atomism 
 
In early Arab philosophy, influenced by Aristotle, everything, all reality and all 
objects in the universe are composed of very small, indivisible, indestructible 
building blocks (atoms). In the Asharite school of philosophy, most notably in 
the work of the Sufi philosopher al-Ghazali (1058-1111), atoms are the only 
perpetual, material things in existence, and all else in the world is 
“accidental” meaning something that lasts for only an instant. Nothing 
accidental can be the cause of anything else, except perception, as it exists 
for a moment. Contingent events are not subject to natural physical causes, 
but are the direct result of God’s constant intervention, without which nothing 
could happen. Thus nature is completely dependent on God. 
 
Space itself (and time), is also of atomistic structure, composed of atoms and 
“accidents“. Universal space is infinite and made up of particles of matter 
and void. Atoms are points in space and have no extension. They have no 
dimensions or properties, are indivisible, and do not occupy space. Instead, 
an atom occupies in succession different individual space-elements. Only 
one atom can occupy one space-element at one time. “Kalam“: space is 
absolute, a positional quality of the world of material objects, rather than a 
container of objects. Matter and space are separate, space immaterial but 
real, homogenous. The three-dimensionality of space and bodies in space 
comes from the relations of many atoms occupying different locations. Matter 
receives form from the giver of form and is transient (very short), held 
together by the Divine Creation. It is continually recreated every time. 



 

 

Rhythm (from The Sense of Order) 
 
Language patterns occur in time while rhythms unfold in space. Natural 
rhythms include the pendulum (forces), dripping tap (saturation and 
rhythmical discharge), heartbeat, breathing, locomotion. Complex rhythms 
are constantly throbbing in nature, serving the purpose of life. Unlike the 
machine, they have varying speeds. Indian ragas are more varied and 
require attention, like visual patterns. Under the stress of emotions, the 
simpler more reflex-like rhythms take over: a baby’s cries, laughter. 
Regressive mental states favour simple rhythms (rocking a baby to sleep, 
dancing frenzy); they are “primitive” as they are easily grasped and one can 
expect the next thump. 
 
There is a wide range of rhythms, from monotonous to varied, each with its 
own psychological effects. In monotony, when the expected happens, it sinks 
beneath the threshold of awareness and becomes redundant; if disturbances 
happen at regular intervals, the organism is ready for the coming jolts. There 
is a desire for marked accents or breaks as accents, which become magnets 
for the eye. When all is in flux and nothing can be predicted, there is a 
natural search for continuity. In a balance between confusion (break-spotter 
on) and monotony (break-spotter off), the mind is kept busy but without 
confusion. Such patterns, with unity in diversity, pleasantly upset 
expectations of the overall form. Some devices used for relieving monotony 
include “graded complication” (adding in a new element while keeping the 
same rhythm) or varying the rhythm until the original is lost. 
 
The match and mismatch between internal pulsations and external rhythm is 
reflected in our fluctuating attention, from automatic assimilation to 
heightened awareness. The disintegration of sound patterns occurs through 
repetition. The tick-tock of a clock disappears but change in rhythm or 
silence alerts us.  
 
The rhythms of breathing, walking, typewriter, bicycle, or piano are first 
‘learned’, then become automatic. The movement of weaving and plaiting is 
like the country dance, with crossing movement. In weaving, stitching, and 
carving, movement is hitched to a powerhouse that directs our organic 
rhythms. The master craftsman goes with the swing as the hands move in 
unison with the breath or heartbeat, and imbues the product with the spirit of 
the living rhythm. Tension between rational and irrational creation  

 
 
(crystalline, planned vs. spontaneous free-flowing rhythms) can be seen in 
such works. The discharge of motor impulses in the formation of letters and 
signs has playful effects. 
 
In visual patterns, there are fields of force, where the mind is attracted by the 
line of least resistance. Focus can be at the centre or the periphery of the 
image, where the periphery can be used to enhance the centre, like the 
frame. Repetition devalues the motif while isolation enhances its meaning. In 
a kaleidoscope, fragments and the new whole are connected, like music 
(tension and release). In a wavy line, there is constantly changing figure 
ground, from convex to concave etc.; cursive writing is a device to create 
continuity by keeping the eye moving along the lines. 
 
Vision is either focused or unfocused; in decoration, first the general 
impression is taken in and then the details bit by bit. This is also the case 
with script, and the unravelled scroll. The mind takes in patterns in 
succession, not all at once.  
 
Although the eye sees pattern, the ear hears succession in time (but both 
relate to memory and anticipation). A chant consists of rhythmic repetition. 
Memorisation through rhyme and reason works through expectation. Baby 
language consists of repetition, as a control device in the development of 
language. Speech also works in rhythms..  
 
In music, change in tone (musical wallpaper) is like the experience of the 
external world, changes in light, with the identity staying the same (tonic), 
and the structural grid remains. Tonal space goes through harmonic 
changes. Some elements of visual patterns are also present in music: 
counter change (when figure identical to background, i.e. Allah in square 
Kufic), checkerboard/key patterns, canons/rounds, interlocking motifs. 
Ornamentation (like flourishes in script) do not affect the structure. For 
dance, noise is needed, rather than tone. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Sensory Psychology 
 
All senses transmit information through nerve tissue (on/off). Senses are 
selectively responsive to environmental changes, one modality can respond 
to a stimuli or sometimes overlap with other modalities. Perceptual 
experience is multimodal. 
 
Visual stimuli come from a very narrow band in the electromagnetic system 
(400-700 millimicrons). Cues to distance perception include superimposition, 
relative size, height in plane, and gradient in texture. According to early Arab 
writers, man saw by having the mind send out some psychic “stuff” that 
came into contact with the thing seen (the emanation hypothesis). 
 
In audition, sounds produce rapid changes in the air. Air molecules are 
displaced by pressure/vibrations. This is known as frequency/pitch, a 
repeated waveform. Unlike with visual stimuli, the shorter the duration the 
greater the intensity needed. With after effects of intense sounds, the ability 
to hear is altered. In masking stimuli (pure tones, noise), there is an increase 
in threshold and a decrease in sensitivity, due to presence of other auditory 
stimuli. 
 
The vestibular and kinaesthetic sense are linked to the auditory system, and 
are affected by gravity and muscles/joints. 
 
In touch, the skin responds to presence, force, and movements. It also has 
vibrating sensitivity, where vibrations spread over the body surface. Nerve 
endings are like a tree structure. Lines represent contours for both vision and 
touch. Touch is better for feeling texture and substance. In blind people 
using cane probes and Braille scanning, the world of touch is a world of 
actions. When using the visual sense, the memory is constantly updated 
because of changing cues, while in blindness one relies heavily on 
remembering from the past. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graphology: handwriting analysis and interpretation 
 
Graphology is the study of handwriting, and is based on the premise that the 
expression of the entire organism is reduced into automatic 
movement/gesture, which may reveal the dynamics of personality. It is a 
science of expressive movement, “the art of determining qualities of 
personality from script”. 
 
“But handwriting, like personality, is continually in the process of change, inevitably reflecting the 
growth, maturation, and aging of the writer, as well as the effects of crucial events, cathartic or 
traumatic as they may be. In spite of these changes, a person’s handwriting remains forever and 
uniquely his. Moreover, it retains consistency of expression. The mode of execution, one’s style - 
guided by lasting personal disposition - is similar in speech, voice, gesture, general behaviour, 
and handwriting. But unlike the fleeting patterns of speech, voice, and gesture, handwriting has 
the peculiar advantage of fossilizing that expression, leaving a visible record for leisurely, minute 
analysis.” 
 
According the graphologist Klages, handwriting is a “crystallized gesture” in 
space, frozen or congealed in time. It is the connection between expressive 
movement and inner personality. Each handwriting is unique, and continually 
in the process of change, like the personality. There are two forces within a 
person: mind and soul, dynamically at variance. These two forces become 
crystallized in expressive movement (walk, gait, speech, mimicking, writing, 
etc.). In actualising the tensions and drives of the personality, they have a 
common “form level” or style, consistent with the individual’s general motor 
behaviour and rhythm of movement. This is especially evident in handwriting, 
where the movements between the two forces are permanently caught. The 
tension release pattern of handwriting pressure shows changes in muscular 
tension-and-release, as affected by the dynamic processes of the 
personality. 
 
In addition to the dimensions of height and breadth in handwriting, Pulver 
introduced a third dimension: depth (pressure) - seeking to penetrate the 
paper, looking at the symbolic meaning of the writing space. 
 
Verbal communication must follow a certain form of order and convention, a 
pattern or code; how an individual copes with this code is his/her “verbal 
behaviour”, a matter of social and individual conduct. In graphology, there is 
the informative level of intended communication (social message transmitted 
by words), emotive level of unintended communication (gesture, shaping and 



 

 

colouring like intonations of voice or smiling), and the unconscious projection 
level. First the writing pattern is viewed as a whole, then individual parts are 
examined, and finally the parts are viewed in relation to the whole again; it is 
the combination of parts that reveals the personality. Thus, the subtext / 
unintended communication is read (emotive and unconscious factors), a 
language without words. 
 
At the root of writing is the pictogram and ideogram (different from dynamic 
gesture because more precise and permanent), a secondary language 
representing abstract ideas of time, space, and inner relationships according 
to the conception of objects pictured. It became associated with sounds of 
the spoken language representing these ideas, gradually became phonetic 
symbols, then alphabetic. Since then the history of writing consisted of 
changes in form, shape, and style, resulting from the adaptation of the basic 
alphabet derived from the Pheonicians to various languages. It was further 
influenced by writing tools and materials. 
 
Psychologists believe there is no thought without language. Thought tends to 
pass over instantly into movement, and the written word is a fusion of picture 
and thought. There is a relationship between writing, movement, and 
emotion, clearly seen in the handwriting of emotionally unstable people. 
Emotion expresses itself consistently in all realms of psychomotor 
functioning. 
 
Factors determining the final form of script: 
 system of penmanship taught 
 objective conditions of writing 
 age 
 Spontaneity 
 temporary mood and state of health 
 enduring personal makeup 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graphological terminology (from The Science of Handwriting Analysis) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Automatism: putting words on paper originating in the desire to 
communicate has an automatist character; motor activity 
 
Balance: (balanced handwriting) happy medium between tension and 
release, expansion and contraction in movement; measure of balance is the 
capacity of the whole to hold together within itself the greatest variety of 
opposed elements 
 
Calligraphy: “the art and manner of writing with beauty and grace”; from the 
Greek words “kalos” (beautiful to look upon) and “graph” (written or drawn) 
 
Connectedness: the ability to connect letters by continuous movement; 
when writing becomes an automatic function like walking or playing the piano 
(habituated skills), the demands of steady attention lessen; once set in 
motion, writing runs almost by itself, each part of the word automatically 
inducing the next; movement continues when pen raised (at syllables, dots 
etc.) like ski jumper; cursive (running) hand promotes speed and fluency and 
facilitates rhythmic expression; connection between handwriting and speech; 
fluency in speech mirrored in writing; speech disorders and stuttering 
reflected in disturbed writing (after a break in a word, writer loses the pattern 
and has to backtrack); stuttering a general disorder (also seen in body 
movements, other motor behaviour): fragmented writing, retouching, or 
mending; the clutterer (slurred speech, whipped-up tempo, insensitive to 
structure and configuration); dyslexia (slowness, infantile calligraphy); lack of 
connectedness can be a defect but so can excessive connectedness; 
superfluous flourishes, sweeps and extraneous connections between words 
can produce monotonous effect; print script - each letter a separate entity 
and requires writing movement of constant interruption; in both cursive and 
print script connectedness increases with speed and decreases when forms 
are slowly and carefully traced 



 

 

Connective forms: main indicator of general make-up of writer, pattern of 
neuromuscular functioning and basic social attitudes 
 garland (concave, underhand curve, round): energy of competent person 

who gives abundantly without losing firmness; open, receptive and 
responsive nature; functions smoothly in the world and avoids conflict 
 arcade (convex, inverse of garland, round): structural sense (architects, 

sculptors etc.); enclosure, covering, hold safe, premeditation and reserve, 
door is closed, world shut out, façade down, those to whom social forms are 
important (traditions, ancestry, manners etc.) 
 angle (sharp zigzag effect); regular angle: mechanical mind (engineers, 

mathematicians, etc.); irregular angle: obstinate/nagging; angularity: strong-
minded and imposing will on the environment; individualist/non-conformist 
 thread (indistinct, sinuous, filiform stroke): writer unsure of the world and 

him/herself; shuns sharp corners of decisions, vacillates between conflicting 
impulses; evasive; can also mean haste/excessive speed, when thought 
outruns pen in effort to keep pace, at expense of form/articulation; threadlike 
“petering out” at end of words: intuitive mind, senses others’ feelings, ability 
to “tune in” or extricate him/herself from difficult situations 
 
Continuity: varied parts succeed each other in an ordered way, without 
disruptive gaps 
 
Cursive writing: rapid, informal writing joining letters so as to reduce the 
number of pen lifts; word derived from Latin “currere” (to run); continuous 
momentum; preciseness of form subordinated to necessity of speed; 
historical conflict between demand for speed and legibility: two main styles - 
one for official documents / important manuscripts (book hand, calligraphy), 
other for daily practical use (rapid writing, shorthand, freer more hasty pen 
hand); gradually Roman capitals assumed flowing / connected appearance 
 
Doodling: subconscious, beyond physical, conscious attention elsewhere 
 
Expansion: the spread of writing on the writing space; reflects the tendency 
to reach out or pull back 
 
Expressive movement: the concept of the capability of the organism for 
spontaneous rapid motor responses to stimulation (internal and external) /        
adjustment to the outside world; inner state of organism can be understood 
through its peripheral outer expression in gesture, gait, movement, writing; 

graphic patterns are conceived of as recorded movement reflecting the 
dynamic processes of personality; intentional or affective/physiognomic 
(bodily activity spontaneously reflecting nature of personality and experience 
of the given moment) or descriptive movement (i.e. showing how big 
something is); self-expression as a means of communicating the how (the 
way it is done) but also the what (content of expression) 
 
Figure and ground: paper appears as continuous ground, writing as figure; 
the thicker/darker the stroke, the more striking; degree of compactness of 
pattern and density of parts (stroke and closed block formation) reinforce or 
weaken the effect; the reverse effect is “river“; people with rapid rate of 
fluctuation between figure and ground are said to be socially introverted; 
lowered integrative efficiency brings impairment in relationships (brain 
pathology / language disorders) 
 
Flourish: non-structural, decorative element; in Book of Kells; popular in 
Middle Ages; 16th century: round hand / scribes displaced by printing press 
 
Fluency: when every successive part flows into what follows; one part leads 
into another and carries on what went on before; no gaps / dead stops but 
pauses / rest points that punctuate and diversify course of writing movement 
 
Gestalt: the perceptual experience of an organized, structurally coherent 
configuration; organic whole; quality of completeness which resists addition 
or omission; constellation of stimuli as a whole (figure, melody); whole made 
of parts with qualities (not details): in paintings, music, dance, handwriting;  
 
Graphic emphasis: accentuation of written word by spacing, enlargement, 
or elaboration - melodic (upward slope, rising pitch), dynamic (size and 
pressure), temporal (spacing allows for more white); as in speech 
 
Graphodyne: device for registering changes in writing speed and pressure 
on kymograph; wave-form tracings show variations in writing pressure, 
corresponding to changes in muscular tension-and-release during writing 
 
Graphomania: the impulse to write or scribble on all available empty space 
 
 
 



 

 

Pressure in writing: the pressure applied on the paper during writing -  
determines the emotional intensity behind a person’s behaviour; the heavier 
the pressure, the more intense the emotions; expression of drives, needs 
and cravings of psychic energy; downward strokes use more pressure than 
upward; pen as extension of the hand; tracings show two components: 
 activated energy expended in writing (action pattern) 
 store of retained energy (retained tension) in blank area upon which action 

pattern superimposed) 
- best writing efficiency when activated energy and muscular tension 
balanced or when action pattern area exceeds blank area 
 
Rhythm: the spreading of a pattern as it pulsates; a living structure which is 
never static but continually in cycles of change, expanding and contracting 
rhythmically; heartbeat, breathing, waves breaking in surf; rhythmic pattern 
when completion of one event appears as beginning of another (periodic) 
 
Rhythm in handwriting: the flow of writing movement as marked by the 
interplay of variation and repetition in tempo, timing, spacing, stress; surge 
and waning of impulses; flow of writing like waves of sea, suggestive of a law 
too complex for analysis; Klages: degree of variability reflects impulse while 
regularity reflects purposeful control 
 rhythm of movement (in process of handwriting): spontaneous flow and 

overall rhythmic quality of continuity which gives impression of motion; 
handwriting, despite static appearance, a dynamic form caught in the act; 
expressing rhythmic pulsation of living form, dialectic of permanence and 
change; flow of tap an unvarying monotony and not rhythm 
 rhythm of distribution (in product): the way the visual forms fill the space, 

overall relation of figure-ground 
 rhythm of form (in organization of component elements): extent to which 

characteristic forms appear and reappear in writing pattern; similarity factor; 
asymmetry, balance of seeming imbalance; forms resemble each other but 
not duplicated: characteristic forms thus get their dynamic, living quality; 
rhythmic relation of juxtaposed parts; this type of rhythm most volitional of all 
 
River: gaps in writing which form a white stream / void which predominates 
like a superimposed figure; reversal of figure-ground 
 
 
 

Scribbling: spontaneous motor play; jumble of lines, whorls, loops, zigzags; 
graphic equivalent of child’s babbling (each child eventually has stable 
pattern) - cheerfulness expands, anxiety constricts, sadness reduces size / 
has downward strokes, aggressiveness causes vehement strokes 
 
Scribe: origin of writing in East and West ascribed to the Gods; runes said to 
come from Odin/Wotan; role of scribe more than just recorder; priest caste 
 
Speech: in spoken speech, symbols (used to convey ideas, arouse feelings, 
excite actions) are sound; in written speech they are visual patterns; tactile 
impressions substitute visual symbols in the blind, gestures replace spoken 
language in the deaf and dumb  
 
Speed in handwriting: writing has a middle position among regular body 
movements because symbols are by nature arhythmical while the body 
strives to maintain a balance of forces (manifest in rhythm); tempo of thinking 
and writing linked; just as articulation of speech eased when rhythmically 
executed, writing is too; each person has their own tempo set by innate 
nervous organization (rate of nerve conduction and speed of associative 
processes / motor responses); rhythm and flow significant; writing trail 
(ductus); takes more time to write simple and short symbols; inner states 
affect speed while the line itself shows speed: 
 happy mood / elation releases and accelerates flow 
 anxious mood and inner tension / depression slows it down and restrains it 
 constant speed reflects integrated person with constant motive pattern 
 writing speed irregular and fluctuating when movement affected by 

emotional stress or insufficient attempt to control/check such reactions - 
occasional acceleration or slowing down, headlong haste or abrupt stops 
 straight, smooth line reflects quick, firm movements 
 limp, wavering stroke is slowly executed 
 angular letters need abrupt stop at end, so are slower than curved strokes 
 speed affects slant: spontaneous speedy writing tilts to right (left in Arabic) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Stroke: reflects the dynamics of individual’s writing motion; a line is a force, 
derived from energy of individual; stroke the basic raw material of writing; 
carries the meaning; structure, direction and texture of stroke, and marginal 
pattern or edges of ink line important 
 angular, broken/fractured/interrupted (stroke momentarily discontinued 

when pen off paper but writing movement continues) 
 concealing/covering (little between upstroke and down stroke: shyness, 

secrecy, inhibition) 
 curved, obliterative end stroke (bisecting word: self-aggressive gesture)  
 flamed (widening of stroke in unimportant parts) 
 hairline vs. pastose (protective or directive) 
 flexible vs. rigid 
 initial or terminal stroke, springboard (initial stroke claiming a lot of space 

can mean stubborn assertiveness of opinion) 
 down stroke and upstroke (wedge-like: crescendo or decrescendo of 

writing pressure and tension oriented towards sharp point: aggressive 
tendencies, not necessarily discharged) 
 
Tension and Release: biopsychological factors in writing; neuromuscular 
tonus affects personality and behaviour patterns; graphodyne records writing 
movements in the form of wave-form tracings on kymograph, which make 
visible variations in writing pressure and speed, corresponding to changes in 
muscular tension-and-release during act of writing; tracings objectify speed, 
force, coordination, control over muscular movements, involuntary inhibitions 
and blockages; the writer’s tension release pattern shown; also show other 
dynamic components (time duration, accented beats, regularity or 
irregularity, interruptions of flow, variations of emphasis, periodicity), parts of 
the intangible phenomenon of rhythm; contraction and relaxation of muscles 
affected by the physical as well as emotional and psychological/neurological 
state; muscular coordination and interplay of tension and release relates to 
personality pattern; in expenditure of energy (output of energy in form of 
motor-activity/action-pattern vs. bound-up energy in form of residual 
tension/muscle-tone), tension is normal if output at least twice as much as 
what is retained; high if retained is twice or more than the output; well-
adjusted person can balance the interplay of tension-release according to 
demands of the situation; writing speed is determined by genetics, pressure 
determined by environmental factors 
 
                        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                  
 
 



 

 

The 16 factors in graphology: 
 
Zoning 
Upper zone (intellect, imagination, spiritual): upper loops of letters 
Middle (soul, personality, ego expression, social relationships) 
Lower (instincts, biological and sex drives, material desires) 
 
Slant 
Upright: lives in the present, rational, restrained emotional expression 
Right: lives for the future, compliant, high emotional expressiveness 
Left: lives in past, defiant, introverted, emotional withdrawal 
 
Spacing 
Line spacing: determines clarity of thoughts and will power 
Word spacing: determines caution and critical ability 
 
Line direction 
Uphill: optimism, higher energy 
Downhill / lines trailing off page: pessimism, low energy / physical exhaustion 
 
Regularity vs. irregularity (of slant, height, pressure) control of impulses / will power 
 
Evenness (spacing of the words and lines on the page) 
Degree to which writer affected by emotions; excitability vs. inner tranquillity 
 
Connective forms 
Garland: evades stress, requires smooth and easy life 
Arcade: desire to cover things up, screens as precaution against meddling 
Angularity: desire to exert oneself 
Thread: desire to evade decisions 
Combination of all forms: versatility and adaptability 
 
Size and width of letters 
Large: ambition 
Small: realism, concentration, self-confidence 
Round: flexibility 
Narrow: control, economy, repression, inhibition, narrow vision 
Full: freedom from restraint, active imagination 
Wide: spontaneity, initiative, tolerance 
 
Tempo 
Fast: speedy thoughts and actions 
Slow: slow thoughts and actions, cautious, lacks spontaneity 

 
Pressure 
Uneven: poor health, inner turmoil 
Smeary/muddy: maladjustment / mental imbalance; pastosity (blurred outlines) 
Sharp: cold nature or good critic 
Light: sensitivity or spiritual interests 
Heavy: forceful or originality or frustrations due to creativity bottled up 
Rhythm alternates between thick and thin: balance of tension and release 
The heavier the pressure, the more intense the emotions 
 
Connected vs. unconnected 
Connected: logic, flow of thoughts, adapted to social environment 
Unconnected: intuition, impaired memory, sudden bursts of thoughts 
 
Rhythm (in height, slant, pressure: reappearance of certain factors) 
Harmony: healthy, balanced, like in music 
 
Beginning and end strokes 
Determines social attitude 
Short beginning strokes: independence, sense of humour, speed of thoughts 
Long beginning strokes: retention of past environment 
Sharp / thinning out end strokes: obstinate, abrupt 
Curled under: into oneself 
Long end strokes: friendly, generous 
 
Simplification 
Simplicity/economy: intelligence 
Neglected: careless, neurotic 
Fragmentary: eccentric, paranoiacs, nervous disorder 
Flourished: inferiority complex, self-delusion, conceit, pretentious 
Enrichment: versatility, intellect 
 
Margins 
 
Signature 
Size in relation to text body: self-esteem vs. inferiority 
 
Also: 
Shape of handwriting 
Circular: agreeable, easygoing nature 
Angular with sharp points: aggressiveness, directness, and high energy 
Square: real world, practical based approach 
Squiggles and irregular strokes: artistic and non standard approach 
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