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Principles of Square Kufic Calligraphy
By Mamoun Sakkal, Ph.D.

Reprint from Hroof Arabiyya magazine, vol. 4, issue 13, Oct. 2004, in a revised layout with larger images
for clarity. Please note that page numbers in this reprint do not match those in original publication.
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Principles of Square Kufic Calligraphy
Mamoun Sakkal, Ph.D.
Published in Hroof Arabiyya magazine, vol. 4, issue 13, Oct. 2004

Abstract

The development of Square Kufic calligraphy in the 12th century was an
exceptional step towards simplification in Kufic styles that evolved towards more
complexity in the preceding centuries. This style, originally an architectural
epigraphic style, is distinguished by its straight lines, right angles, and equal
spacing between lines and spaces to conform to a regular grid.

This article introduces a brief history of the development of Square Kufic
calligraphy in architecture, the principles of its design and numerous variations, as
well as examples of its use in modern works of art and design. From this review,
it is evident that Square Kufic calligraphy is experiencing renewed interest after
decades of neglect.

List of figures:
Fig. 1. Tiliyya Kari Madrasa, Samakand 1660.
Fig. 2-a. From right to left, top: Friday Mosque minaret, Sin, Iran 1131; Mu’mina Khatun
Mausoleum tower, Nakhechivan, Azerbaijan 1186; Tomb Tower at Radkan, Iran,
ca. 1205 or ca. 1290. 2-b. bottom: Tomb Tower at Radkan, Iran.
Fig. 3. Karataya Madrasa, Konya, 1241.
Fig. 4-a. Pir-i-Bakran, Linjan 1311; 4-b. Dome of Uljaytu Mausoleum, Sultaniyya 1317.
Fig. 5. Square Kufic on the exterior surfaces of Bibi Khanum Mosque, Samarkand 1404
Fig. 6. The alphabet of Square Kufic calligraphy by Mamoun Sakkal.
Fig. 7-a. Minimal proportions for writing Square Kufic, 7-b. Normal proportions.
Fig. 8. Square Kufic executed in brick and tile in Ulugh Beg Madrasa, Samarkand 1420.
Fig. 9. Symmetry transformation operations: slide, rotate, reflect, and slide reflection.
Fig. 10. Design stages for a square with one line of text, Mamoun Sakkal 1977.
Fig. 11. Design stages for a square with multiple lines of text, Mamoun Sakkal 2004.
Fig. 12. Variations of Square Kufic: a. Line thickness; b. Proportions; c. Corners; and d.
Color and pattern treatment.

Fig. 13. Variations of Square Kufic with octagonal and circular grids.

Fig. 14. Muhammad and Ali by Mamoun Sakkal 2003, based on Sultan Qalawun
complex, Cairo 1284.

Fig. 15. Shahada examples: Bibi Khanum Mosque, Samarkand; Mu’ayyed Shaikh
Mosque, Cairo; cenotaph at Shah-i-Zinda Mausoleum, Samarkand; Khan al-
Saboun, Aleppo; Tiliyya Kari Madrasa, Samarkand; Bahsita Mosque, Aleppo.

Fig. 16. Octagon inside a square rosette designs.

Fig. 17. Calligraphy of mihrab of Islamic Center Mosque, New York, Manuel Keen 1987.

Fig. 18. Growth, Mamoun Sakkal, 1996; and Bukhara Shahada, Mamoun Sakkal 2005.

Fig. 19. Radiance, Mamoun Sakkal 1985.

Fig. 20. Unity/al-Ikhlas, Mamoun Sakkal 1994.

Fig. 21. Hexagonal star, Shirwan Shah’s Palace in Baku, transformed to a cube by M. S.

Fig. 22. Kaaba cube, Mamoun Sakkal 1994.

Fig. 23. Steps and Shadows, Mamoun Sakkal 1985/1994; design process and variation 2.

Facing page. Qibla wall, Friday Mosque, Yazd 1407, and coin of Timur, Tabriz 1395.

(24) Baku, Ensemble of Shirvan Shahs,
divan khaneh, detail of epigraphic disk.
Golombek, Lisa and Donald Wilber. The
Timurid Architecture of Iran and Turan,
Princeton University Press, 1988, fig. 336.
A small design with three Square Kufic
diamond panels grouped into a hexagon
is published in Pugachenkova, Termez,
Shakhrisabz, Kiva, fig. 22.
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