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ANKARA: Arabic,  or  rather,
Islamic calligraphy, has a long his-
tory in Turkey dating back to the
days of the Ottoman Empire. In
fact,  cal l igraphy is  especial ly
revered among Islamic arts since
it was the primary means for the
preservation of the Quran.

Therefore, the Turkish people
associate the art mainly with reli-
gion, since originally Arabic is the
language of the Muslims’ Holy
book. Great works of calligraphy,
verses from the Holly Quran, and
other Islamic sayings and Hadtish,
have been decorating walls and
ceil ings of  most almost al l
mosques nationwide. The profes-
sion has been prospering over
centuries, and calligraphy shops
are spread in several  Turkish
cities; skilled calligraphers have
been drawing a historical and her-
itage dimension.

“I learnt the Arabic/Islamic cal-
l igraphy decades ago at the
hands of  Hamid Aytas (1891-
1982), a leading calligrapher of
the Ottoman Empire,” said Abuzar
Ozkan whose calligraphy shop lies
in one of the ancient districts of
the capital Ankara. He recalled
Aytas’s efforts for disseminating
the art, sometimes referred to as
Ottoman calligraphy, nationwide
as well as in other countries.

Learning the art is a real hard
mission that combines theoretical
studies with application, Ozkan
said. It is said “to be a good callig-
rapher, one needs two lives, one
to learn and another to apply
what he learnt.”

15th century
The Islamic calligraphy was

introduced in Turkey during the
15th century, at the hands of
Sheikh Hamidullah, a famous cal-
ligraphist from the period of Sultan
Mehmet the Conqueror, based on
the oriental origin of the Umayyad
and Abbasid Caliphates the her-
itage. Sheikh Hamidullah intro-

duced major changes in the tradi-
tional seven writing styles and put
the mark of the Turkish national
character on Islamic writing.

According to  Ozkan,  many
s t y l e s  o f  A r a b i c  c a l l i g r a p h y
found their way to Turkey a long
time ago and were well-estab-
l ished there;  Kufi  is  the most
s p r e a d  a n d  u s e d ,  t h e n  c a m e
Nash or Naskhi ,  Tulut ,  Tawqi,
and Al-Diwani. This last one was
not allowed to be used outside
the Ottoman palaces. There is
also the Kanonian calligraphy,
named after Sultan Suleyman
Kanoni. The ‘Basmalah’ is usually
written in Kanonian.

Over the past centuries,
Turkish calligraphists have pre-
served the art, and even taught it
to numerous scholars in other
countries, Ozkan said. Istanbul is
the stronghold of Arabic calligra-
phy in Turkey,  drawing huge
interest from people of the city,
he said. Mosques and other reli-
gious, historical, and cultural sites
of the city are ornamented with
various Islamic calligraphies. The
city of Bursa ranks second after
Istanbul.

Ozkan stressed the need for
using high quality supplies in cal-
ligraphy, especially ink, so that
they can survive for centuries, as

bright as ever.  Most of these sup-
plies come from Iran, India, the
Philippines, together with local
products.

It takes from one month to a year
to produce a good work of calligra-
phy, according to the size and the
materials used, he said. Price differ,
starting from $100, to thousands.
They include verses from the Holy
Quran and Prophet Mohammad’s
(PBUH) Hadith, as well as immortal
wise sayings that have passed down
through generations.

Ozkan expects the art to further
prosper Turkey in the future, since
many Turkish people are keen on

learning it .  The leading cal-
ligraphist gives lessons at the
Sharia College, and students come
to his workshop for practice.

He lauded the high interest of
the state and organizations of the
civil society in calligraphy, holding
several local and international
contests. Ozkan himself has taken
part in many galleries at home and
overseas.

Big names
He recalled some of the big

names of the art of calligraphy in
Turkey through history, Hamid
Aytas, Sheikh Hamidullah, Hafiz

Osman, Mehemt Esad Esari, Kadi
Efendi, Sami Efendi, Necemeddin
Okyay, and Ismail Altunbezer.

Famous ones at  present
include Huseyin Kutlu, Mustafa
Celebi ,  Huseyin Oksuz,  Fuad
Basar,  Davut Bektas,  Osman
Olgay, Mehmet Olgay. “I  have
been in ornamenting of Arabic
call igraphy for 15 years,” said
Emine Susoy. This decoration art
dates back to the 8th century, the
era of  the Uighur Turks.  She
added.

Susoy uses 18, 21 and 24 carat
gold in her work. It is really a fan-
tastic job where precision and
patience are a must, she said. One
of the great works of the art has
been Sultan Mehmet Al-Fatih’s
‘Diwan Al-Muhib’, 740 pages.

Susoy explained the ‘theory’ of
colors used in decoration and well
chosen; for instance gold symbol-
izes sunset, the sun is going home
to shine once more the next
morning, which “more compre-
hensively represents the ‘limitless’
world we live in.”

Most people in the art of deco-
ration of calligraphy are not after
money, this is why many of them
are pensioners. It might also be
surprising that few of the ‘Arabic’
or ‘ Is lamic’  cal l igraphy speak
Arabic. —KUNA
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