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Abstract

Problem Statement: [slamic scripts, which encompass a wide range of derivatives, are
most closely associated with the Arabic script due to their development in the land of
divine revelation and their subsequent elevation with the rise of Islam. Having taken root
in diverse cultures and civilizations, Islamic calligraphy has gained a distinctive status
among the world’s scripts. According to Titus Burckhardt, “Islamic calligraphy is an art
form held in high regard throughout the Islamic world, as anyone familiar with writing
is capable of recognizing and judging the art of calligraphers. It can be said without
exaggeration that no art has contributed as much to the cultivation of Muslims’ aesthetic
sense as calligraphy” (1986, p. 57). It is thus worth exploring how early primary scripts
evolved into the current Arabic script—a script that, in Burckhardt’s view, may be among
the most phonetic systems in existence .

It is evident that the foundation of early Arabic scripts, following a long historical
trajectory, only achieved refinement and flourishing after the emergence of Islam and the
imperative need to transcribe the divine message for the establishment and expansion of
the religion. The Arabs, being nomadic and traditionally reliant on oral transmission, had
long harbored skepticism toward writing. Unlike other ancient civilizations such as the
Egyptians, Sumerians, Babylonians, and Chinese—who had developed complex writing
systems thousands of years prior—the Arabs adopted written forms much later. It was
only with the blossoming of Islam and the necessity to preserve the sacred content of the
Quran that writing became essential.

This urgency prompted the adaptation of writing developments from both the northern and
southern regions of the Hijaz for use in Islamic scripture. Thus, the historical trajectory of
the evolution and development of early Islamic scripts is inherently tied to the influence of
ancient civilizations in the Middle East. The confluence of these cultures played a crucial
role in shaping the early forms of Islamic writing.

Given the prominence of calligraphy in Islamic lands—especially in Iran, where scholars
argue that “after Persian literature, the largest body of theoretical discourse pertains to
calligraphy” this research aims to explore the influence of ancient civilizations on early
Islamic scripts, with particular attention to Iran’s significant role.

Accordingly, the present study investigates the historical and cultural aspects of various
regional peoples by locating the geographical centers of early Western Asian civilizations



and analyzing their political, historical, and social
contexts to trace the development of early Islamic
scripts. In doing so, it also assesses the evolution
of earlier alphabetical scripts and the cultural
intersections between different ethnic groups—
especially ancient Iranians—and evaluates how
such interactions influenced or were influenced by
Iran.

Research Objective: The objective of this study is
to determine the role and contribution of each of
these civilizations in the formation and evolution
of early alphabetic scripts and their specific
influence on the emergence and development of
early Islamic scripts, particularly in the form
of the Kufic script. Furthermore, it aims to
underscore the necessity of understanding the
political and social performance of these centers
in the Middle East and how their interactions
over time contributed to the advancement of early
Islamic writing systems.

Research Question: This study seeks to answer
the following question:

How did the evolution of early Islamic scripts unfold
under the influence of various civilizations and
ethnic groups?

Research Methodology: This is a qualitative
study using a descriptive-analytical approach. It
investigates the spatial and temporal conditions of
the civilizations that contributed to the evolution
of early Islamic scripts through the study of
historical documents and written records from the
mentioned regions.

The historical evidence is classified into two
categories:

1- Written and published sources by leading
scholars in the field of script and calligraphy,
which focus on the analysis and classification of
ancient written forms.

2- Material evidence of calligraphy, such as
inscriptions from ancient periods, serves as
tangible proof for describing the development
of scripts. This also includes the geographical
analysis of ancient ethnic settlements in the
Middle East and Near East, tracked through
historical maps to understand their migrations
and cultural exchanges.

Conclusion: Based on the historical background
of the Hijaz region and its surroundings, the
development of the Arabic script was shaped by
events in northern Arabia, the Levant, Iraq, and

Iran, as well as by the linguistic and scriptural
evolution of the peoples inhabiting these areas.
The Nabataean and Himyarite states and their
interaction with the residents of Hira and Anbar
played a significant role in shaping the initial
form of the Arabic script. However, the exact
sequence of influences among various ethnic
scripts remains unclear.

Historical evidence mainly enables us to list the
involved civilizations and ethnic groups and, by
considering the final stage of script development
in Hira and Anbar at the dawn of Islam, analyze
the cultural intersections. Among the most
influential civilizations in the formation of the
Arabic script were the Phoenician, Hebrew,
Aramaic, and Nabataean—groups with Semitic
roots closely related to the Arabs of the Arabian
Peninsula. Despite living in distinct geographical
areas, historical events brought them into contact
with the Arabs.

Nevertheless, the role of the Arabs of the Arabian
Peninsula—where Islam emerged—cannot be
ignored. These Arabs developed the motivation
and capacity to adopt and adapt the refined
writing systems of neighboring civilizations.
The revelation of Islam and the need to record its
divine teachings further compelled them to utilize
the organized writing methods of northern tribes
in pursuit of their religious and cultural goals.
Keywords: Alphabet, Calligraphy, Islamic Scripts,
Geographical Centers, Middle Fast
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Figure 1: Primary letters of the Phoenician alphabet, written from
right to left. Source: URL1
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URL2
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Table 1: Evolution of alphabetic scripts (dates are approximate). Source: Robinson, 2010, p. 176
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Figure 3: Examples of ancient alphabetic scripts. Source: URL3
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Figure 4: Examples of inscriptions in the Musnad script, housed in the Sana’a Museum, Yemen. Source: URLS
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Figure 5: A Nabataean inscription from Harran dated 568 CE, beginning with the phrase “I am Sharhl.” Source: URL6

L4 alalalald|z]ale|z|7]c|v]s]g]le|7]r][P|a] X
2L DAV MY N (S|P3 STV |FID
3 =]z |e]alulalls|d]|d]|e]|= L=l g o |u
4 < = A A | oa | 2 lU 3 -, A = || = & e = i = &
5 b O d| h|w| z | h t | v | k | m | n S flpf] s | g r g t
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Figure 6: Examples of alphabets:

Aramaic 2. Nabataean 3. Arabic 4. Syriac 5. English
Source: URL7
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