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Glossary of Terms 

 

 

Ustad - Teacher 

Shagerd - Student 

Mashq – Practice by copying; calligraphy exercise 

Durood Sharif – invocation of blessing upon the Prophet 

Naqqashi – Painting or illumination 

Minar – Monumental Tower / Minaret 

Khushnavis – scribe or calligrapher in commercial or newspaper context 

Katib - scribe  

Khattat - Calligrapher 

Khattati – Calligraphy 

Baithak – room where one sits; 

Baithak e Katiban – literally, room of writers. Used to refer to calligraphy institute. 

Qalam - pen 

Barakah – blessings 

Bayah – spiritual initiation 

Tariqah – Sufi Order 

Shaykh – Spiritual master 

Hakim – A doctor in India and in Muslim countries, who uses traditional medicine; also a 

sage. 

Futuwwa – As an institution: Islamic guild of craftsmen. As a virtue and practice: 

spiritual chivalry. 



 vi

Ibadat – worship 

Khilafat – authority to teach 

Sahab – Mister / Sir 

Tazkia e Nafs – spiritual purification 

Huroof – letters of the alphabet; singular: harf 

Tarz – style, e.g. Lahori tarz e Nastaliq refers to the Lahori style of Nastaliq. 

Waqf – charitable trust 

Khaneqah – Sufi lodge 

Ijazet – permission; in the case of calligraphy a certificate for mastering a script issued at 

the Ustad’s discretion. In Sufi usage; permission given by the shaykh to his student to 

become a spiritual teacher in his own right.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In this study, I explore the state of the traditional practice of calligraphy in Lahore 

after the partition of the sub-continent in 1947. In common perception today, Islamic 

calligraphy is merely the writing of verses of the Quran or poetry in elegant script. There 

exists a hazy idea that calligraphers are sincere and god-fearing people since they spend 

their days writing down God’s word. Rapidly modernizing Islamic societies attach no 

significant prestige to the profession. The large majority of calligraphers who do not attain 

fame and fortune get by on a modest living and struggle to adapt their work to a changing 

environment.  However, a rather different picture was conjured up when I came across the 

Golistan-i-Honar, a remarkable text compiled by Qadi Ahmad, a scholar and calligrapher 

in 16th century Persia.1 The Golistan-i-Honar gives insight to the meaningful role that 

calligraphy played in the religious and artistic life of traditional Islamic society. This text 

presents calligraphy as an exalted discipline, calligraphers as multi-faceted men of letters, 

who served as accountants, ministers, scribes, occasional poets, sought after and rewarded 

by royal patrons. It suggests that calligraphers were a prestigious, even sanctified class of 

society. The entire situation presented in the treatise is in stark contrast to the conditions 

today. With the advent of modernism, new attitudes destroyed the traditional understanding 

of the apparatus of calligraphy. Dominant themes throughout this treatise are 1) the 

marriage of calligraphy and spirituality, 2) the significance of lineage in the profession 3) 

the continuity of tradition rather than the creation of unique works of art. 

                                                      
1 The Golistan-i-Honar is translated as “Calligraphers and Painters” and is cited under that title at 

the end of this paper. 
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Newly acquired awareness of the rich and glorious history of calligraphy generated 

a curiosity to discover whether fragments of this tradition still existed in the Islamic world. 

And if they did, how close was the existing practice, in procedure, training and spirit, to 

the traditional custom? The socio-cultural environment has certainly not been favorable for 

preserving or promoting the practice of traditional art. The natural location for me to 

conduct this study was Pakistan, the Islamic country I know best. Pakistan has strong socio 

-cultural and artistic links to the Persianate world, given that the area had been the seat of 

power of the Mughals, the Timurid ruling dynasty established by Babur in the 16th century. 

Lahore stood out as the most likely city, if any, to have kept the tradition of calligraphy 

alive: it has a long history as a cultural metropolis in Sultanate and Mughal periods alike, 

and has for centuries remained the locus of a wide range of artistic and intellectual activity.  

 In Lahore I was fortunately directed immediately to Hast o Neest, Institute of 

Traditional Studies and Arts in the Gulberg neighborhood. This institute states in its core 

values: “At Hast-o-Neest the focus is on the Islamic concept of 'ihsan' i.e. doing things 

beautifully. In the traditional Islamic worldview 'beauty' is an aspect of the Creator and is 

seen as an essential aspect of His creation, by extension it becomes an important of 

everything one does or creates, including Art.” 2 A scholar connected to this Institute 

informed me that his farmhouse in rural Punjab was being built by a guild (futuwwa) of 

bricklayers, who recited “Bismillah” before laying each brick of the structure. The 

calligraphy teacher at the institute came from a family of calligraphers who had handed 

down their profession from father to son for several generations, in the manner of the 

                                                      
2 "Hast-o-Neest." Hast-o-Neest. Accessed June 05, 2016. http://www.hastoneest.com/  
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traditional Islamic guilds, which had been the structure of economic organization of various 

professions in traditional Islamic civilization. I knew I was in the right place to begin my 

research.  

Three names emerged as the compelling figures of traditional calligraphy in 

Lahore, in the period following the partition of the sub-continent. They were: Hafiz 

Mohammad Yusuf Sadidi (1347-1406/1928-1986), Sufi Khursheed Alam Khursheed 

Raqam (1346-1425/1927-2004) and Syed Anwar Husain Nafees Raqam (1352-1430/1933-

2009).3 

Each of the above calligraphers have received national and international awards, 

and some of their works are preserved in the manuscript gallery of the Lahore Museum, 

and on important monuments in Lahore and beyond. They were all concerned with the 

continuity of tradition and staying within the established rules rather than creating singular 

works that deviated from patterns of expectations. Such a practice reflects a reverential 

attitude towards the past. This practice is distinct from the genre of “calligraphy-art” or 

“khat-art” that emerged in the late 20th century, which is marked by an individualistic 

approach.4 Nor does traditional practice of calligraphy embrace modern elements and 

features, graphic design and computer programs.   

All three masters possessed a strong element of spirituality. Hafiz Sadidi and Sufi 

Khursheed Alam were attached to the Chishtiya Sufi Order, and Syed Anwar Husain 

Nafees Raqam was a Naqshbandi Shaykh. Moreover, in light of the Sufi proverb: “A tree 

is judged by its fruit”, the students of these masters are active as calligraphers and 

                                                      

 
4 M. Athar Tahir, “Word as Image: Calligraphy-Art in Pakistan.” In Lahore: Paintings, Murals 

and Calligraphy, Editor Barbara Schmitz, 154,155. 
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calligraphy teachers in Lahore today. Therefore, the most suitable research methodology 

for this project, was interviews of the students of the great calligraphers. There is not much 

written material about these figures, and particularly little in English. Their students, who 

are continuing the practice of calligraphy in Lahore, are the best keepers of the oral histories 

of their great teachers. 

Another reason that interviews were best suited for this project, is that in the area 

of all traditional and sacred art, the technical details were transmitted orally, as was the 

spiritual component. Much of this knowledge is not available in print, hence the reliance 

on interviews. In detailed conversations with the students of the three masters of 

calligraphy mentioned here, I gathered information on their teachers’ personalities, artistic 

accomplishments, teaching methods employed, personal anecdotes, and the overall 

experience of being trained by them. A distinguishing characteristic of the interviewees 

was humility. They talked little of themselves but were pleased to expand upon the 

accomplishments and goodness of their teachers. I interviewed the following: 

1. Mr. Irfan Qureshi, student of Nafees Raqam, teaches calligraphy courses at Central 

Punjab University, Kinnaird College and Hast o Neest. His efforts here, as per the 

mission of Hast o Neest, are geared towards revival of classical calligraphy. 

2.  Mr. Barhar e Mustafa, son of Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi. He received training in 

calligraphy from Sufi Khursheed Alam and is currently working as a calligrapher 

at the Lahore Museum. 

3. Mr. Imdad Ahmad, student (and son) of Sufi Khursheed Alam Khursheed Raqam. 

Mr. Imdad Ahmad teaches calligraphy at the University of Punjab. In the past, he 
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worked as a senior calligrapher at Pakistan Television, Lahore, and as a headline 

writer in local newspapers. 

It is customary for calligraphers to acquire an artistic title, often ending in the word 

qalam or raqam - both mean pen. In the case of Syed Anwar Husain, the given title is 

Nafees Raqam, which means fine or exquisite. Sufi Khursheed Alam received the title of 

Khursheed Raqam – Khursheed means the sun in Urdu and Persian. Hafiz Mohammad 

Yusuf added the name of his spiritual teacher to his own name, hence Sadidi became his 

title. He was also called Sultan al-Khattateen, i.e. the sultan of calligraphers. To avoid 

confusion caused between the names and titles I will to refer to the calligraphers by their 

titles, e.g., Syed Anwar Husain Nafees Raqam will simply be called Nafees Raqam. 

This project begins with the chapter Understanding Sacred and Traditional Art. This 

section seeks to give the reader insight into the outlook of the practitioner of sacred and 

traditional art, what his goals and practices were, as well as some of his key traits. The next 

chapter, Lahore, gives some historical and socio-political background to the practice of 

calligraphy in this city.  

To better understand the role of the traditional calligraphers after partition, it was 

essential to explore the lives and work of relevant members of the generation of 

calligraphers that came before them. Chapter Three, “The Creation of Lahori Nastaliq” 

sheds light on the work of Abd al-Majeed Parvin Raqam (1319-1365/1901-1946). The 

service of Parvin Raqam to traditional calligraphy in not just Lahore, but Pakistan, cannot 

be emphasized enough. He is the master credited with the creation of Lahori Nastaliq, also 

known as Parvini (but for the sake of consistency, it is referred to as Lahori throughout this 

text). The socio political conditions surrounding the Muslims in the pre-partition India 



 6

which created the need for preserving Islamic arts are also mentioned in this chapter so the 

reader can appreciate the magnitude of his contribution. 

  Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam (1324-1374/1906-55), and Muhammad Siddique Almas 

Raqam (1325-1392/1907-1972) were contemporaries of Parvin Raqam, and followed the 

newly created Lahori Nastaliq, reinforcing its popularity. They were instrumental in the 

training of the next generation of calligraphers in Lahore. The chapter entitled Master 

Calligraphers begins with Zarin Raqam and Almas Raqam as the significant figures of the 

Period of Transition (Parvin Raqam although part of this group, was mentioned earlier with 

Lahori Nastaliq), before moving on to the First Generation of Traditional Calligraphers 

Trained in Post-Partition Lahore. This category outlines the lives and work of Hafiz Yusuf 

Sadidi, Khursheed Raqam and Nafees Raqam. The conclusion discusses some factors 

leading to the decline of traditional calligraphy. 
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Chapter 2: Understanding Sacred and Traditional Art 

 

Traditional calligraphers, unlike artists of the modern era, were concerned with with the 

continuity of tradition rather than the creation of unique works of art. 

 

Importance of Calligraphy 

 The first and most important domain of Islamic art is Calligraphy – it began as 

putting Quranic verses on paper.5 The Quran was revealed sonoraly through Angel Gabriel. 

During the life of the Prophet there was no sign of emergence of calligraphy, and no need 

for it. Calligraphy directs the community toward the Prophet as does the icon toward Jesus. 

Therefore, it would have been redundant while he lived. There were professional huffaz 

who memorized the Quran; here and there people wrote recorded verses on skin, bone and 

bark, but not as an art. After the Prophet’s demise, due to his absence, the community 

needed a way to get closer to God. As the huffaz began to age, the society felt the need to 

record the Quran in writing.6  

The first important style of calligraphy was Kufi, distinct with its bold and majestic 

square letters. The script has been used in many forms in Mecca and Medina before the 

founding of Islamic Kufa but was formalized and popularized from that city. Therefore, it 

is to this day associated with Kufa, the capital of Ali ibn Abi-Talib, who was a master 

calligrapher, and one of the first scribes to write out the Quran.7  The script gained early 

                                                      
5 Later, transcribing poetry in calligraphy became fashionable; however, since this is not Quran 

calligraphy, it is not strictly a sacred Islamic art. 
6 Faghfoory, Mohammad. “Calligraphy”, Class lecture, Islamic Art and Spirituality, The George 

Washington University, Washington D.C. 3-17-2015 
7 "www.islamicmanuscripts.info." Accessed June 12, 2016. 

http://www.islamicmanuscripts.info/reference/books/Beit-Quran-1996/Beit-Quran-1996-072-

095.pdf.  
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importance in Islam as it was employed in the first handwritten copies of the Quran. It is 

specially suited to monumental calligraphy. The imposing quality of this style corresponds 

with the Quranic verse: “If We had sent down this Qur'an upon a mountain, you would 

have seen it humbled and coming apart from fear of Allah.” (59:21) 

When the Quran entered daily life, people understood that it is a book of action; it 

contains the origin of all things Islamic. Jurists and theologians had to extract laws from it. 

It had to be accessible and easily readable.  Naskh and Nastaliq developed as two readable 

and practical styles. Divani emerged as a simple style used for administrative and 

bureaucratic purposes. 

In addition to the sacred nature of the Quran as the Word of God, one other reason 

calligraphy became sanctified was that in the Quran, God swears by the pen. The Qalam 

represents Divine Intellect symbolized by Alif. The Nun symbolizes the ink pot, 

representative of Divine Generosity.8 It is through the pen and ink that God reveals His 

Generosity, by bestowing His Knowledge upon man. These were the instruments God used 

to teach man what he did not know. If the pen and ink pot are sacred, hence the sanctified 

status of the one working with these instruments.9  

It took a great deal to be a calligrapher. A calligrapher was expected to know math, 

geometry and the Science of Harmonics. He also understood the weight of the 

responsibility on his shoulders. Hence, he paid tremendous attention to the rituals of 

making and maintaining the pen and ink. A whole art of intricate wooden and metallic pen 

holders developed around this concept. A calligraphers table and a box to store ink holders 

                                                      
8 Paper came to symbolize the breast of the believer. 
9 Faghfoory. “Calligraphy”, Class lecture 
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developed as part of the equipment. The calligrapher would perform ablutions before lifting 

the qalam. Thus within this framework, calligraphy acquired an exalted status.10 

Illumination 

 The art of Quranic illumination developed much later than calligraphy. 

Calligraphers and scholars initially feared that the beauty of illumination would eclipse the 

text and meaning of the Quran. It was only when the status of the Quran was deeply 

embedded, then illumination was allowed. Muslims believe that God is not separated from 

His Word; that when you open the Quran, you are entering into the Divine Realm. The 

door to heaven is at the opening page of the Quran, which is therefore illuminated in 

heavenly colors.11  

 

Link between Recording God’s word and Spirituality 

Having established calligraphy as the most sacred of Islamic arts, we can therefore 

understand that the practitioner of a sacred art must be a special kind of individual. There 

existed a deeper interpretation of the link between handwriting and character; that 

impeccable handwriting is an outward manifestation of the pure inward. “But many 

calligraphers were haunted by the idea that no matter what their gifts and what their 

training, inward imperfections would fatally betray themselves in what the hand wrote.”12 

Certainly, inner purity in addition to talent and training were required were required in the 

making of a great calligrapher.  

                                                      
10 Ibid. 
11 Faghfoory. “Calligraphy”, Class lecture 
12 Lings, Martin. Splendours of Qur'an Calligraphy and Illumination. Liechtenstein: Thesaurus 

Islamicus Foundation, 2005. 35 
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The Golistan-i-Honar highlights that calligraphy and mysticism enhance each other. 

For example, in a poem quoted in the treatise, a calligrapher instructs those struggling to 

improve their writing, to take a break from writing and fast for a few days! Fasting being 

an effective means facilitating the process inner purification, the statement alludes that 

inner roadblocks in the journey of spiritual refinement must be cleared before making 

progress in calligraphy. For the modern day Muslim who does not know the intertwining 

history of calligraphy and spirituality, it is indeed surprising to come across comments such 

as this. One must suspend the secular lens of viewing Islamic art to feel the overwhelming 

ambience of piety conjured up by Qādī Ahmad in the Golistan-i-Honar. 

The Prophet has also said: “Know that writing is revealed only by the teaching of a 

master, but proficiency in writing depends on exercise, and on practice in joining letters. 

The teacher’s duty is to shun what is forbidden and to observe the prayers, but the basis of 

writing is in the knowledge of single letters.”13  

Craftsmen (including calligraphers) in traditional Islamic societies were organized 

into guilds (asnāf and futuwwāt). Masters of the guilds were also members of a Sufi order. 

In this way the spiritual blessings of a Sufi order would be extended to the guild connected 

by the Master, and possibly other guild members too. The majority of the members copied 

the techniques and symbols known to the guild through access to divine mysteries, but they 

did not necessarily realize their full meaning.14 

 

Who is the Master Calligrapher? 

                                                      
13 Golistan-i-Honar, 52 
14 Nasr, Seyyed Hossein. “Islamic Guilds”, Class lecture, Islamic Art and Spirituality, The 

George Washington University, Washington D.C. Spring, 2015 
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In the Sufi worldview, there is Divine participation in sacred art, where the artist, 

one who has emptied himself of his ego, serves merely as a conduit for Divine Grace. With 

such a mindset, getting credit is simply not an objective for the artist. As Rumi says, “We 

are like the lyre, that Thou pluckest.”15 Humility is a vital trait of the master calligrapher, 

along with sincerity and discipline.  

The significance of the humility of the Muslim artist is illustrated in an incident 

recounted by the saintly Sayyida Fatima al-Yashrutiyya. Sayyida Fatima was the daughter 

of the Shadhili Shaykh al-Yashruti whose zawiya was in Acre, Palestine. She recalled a 

meeting between her father, and Shaykh Abd al-Qadir al-Hamsi al- Damishqi, the 

outstanding poet of their tariqa. Shaykh al-Yashruti asked him how he produced such 

wonderful and melodious poems. In the traditional view, ego destroys the sanctity of art, 

yet Shaykh al-Damishqi answered matter of factly, “It is because I am learned in song, 

harmony, and prosody.” Shaykh al-Yashruti immediately asked for the window behind 

Shaykh al-Damishqi to be closed, saying he did not want him feel cold.  From that moment 

onwards, the accomplished poet lost the ability to compose poetry or songs or even to chant 

verses, as if the door of inspiration had been closed. He came to realize that his arrogant 

statement in the presence of his Shaykh had defied adab. It had been improper to take credit 

for his accomplishments without acknowledging that his creative gift came from God. 

Upon this crushing realization, he returned to Acre from Damascus to ask his Shaykh to 

                                                      
15 Nasr, Seyyed Hossein. Islamic Art and Spirituality. Albany: State University of New York 

Press, 1987. 128 
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pardon him, and “pleaded that the gates be opened to him and the inner curtains raised for 

him”. Due to his sincere repentance, his prayers were answered.16  

Although this anecdote is specific to poetic inspiration, its larger message applies to 

any Islamic artist, who could be working on calligraphy, illumination, or architectural 

forms.  Even a hint of self-aggrandizement was severely disliked.  Humility or spiritual 

poverty, the hallmark of a Muslim artist was the mark of a higher spiritual station.  The 

accepted paradigm in inner circles was that the degree of perfection of an artist’s work was 

directly proportional to his spiritual station. That is to say “Purity of writing is purity of 

soul”.17 This is a basic sketch of the Master Calligrapher, an individual devoted to his craft, 

and a Sufi affiliated with one of the orders; hence in this way a spiritual traveler part of a 

great lineage. 

In recent times the blanket term calligraphy is indiscriminately used for anything 

with writing in Arabic letters. In many instances calligraphy has departed from classical 

norms. Artists have been transforming the rules of calligraphy. The calligraphy-artist, as 

opposed to the traditional calligrapher, creates his own rules; these tend to be 

individualized and not replicable. His concern is a free imagination; not staying within, or 

even creating, a canon of forms.18 In the pre-modern period a calligrapher could introduce 

a new style but he never stepped out of the traditional practices and never claimed personal 

credit for the style he invented. We will see this in the case of Sufi Abd al- Majeed Parvin 

Raqam who created the Lahori style of Nastaliq. The established canon of Iranian Nastaliq 

                                                      
16 ʻAlawī, Aḥmad Ibn Muṣṭafá, Leslie Cadavid, and Fatima Yashrutiyya. Two Who Attained: 

Twentieth-century Muslim Saints, Sayyida Fatima Al-Yashrutiyya and Shaykh Ahmad Al-Alawi. 

Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2005. 209 
17 Golistan-i-Honar, 22 
18 Tahir, 154,155. 
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was tweaked to create a new format tied to Muslim nationalism in India in the 1920s. His 

contemporaries helped establish the canon for Lahori Nastaliq making it an accessible and 

replicable system for others to learn and master. Parvin Raqam’s peers Zarin Raqam and 

Almas Raqam received tremendous acclaim as early masters of Lahori Nastaliq, alongside 

the creator of it. Zarin Raqam in fact refined and codified the style in a widely circulated 

text known as the Muraqqah e Zarin; this became the text book for future students of the 

style. Establishing a canon is a key aspect of invention within traditional calligraphy. By 

creating a format for others to follow, the new style becomes less about the person who 

invented it, but more a level playing field for anyone to excel at, through skill and effort.  

It is interesting to note, that unconcerned with taking credit, Parvin Raqam humbly 

deprecated his own contribution, and attributed the ideas to his friend Hakim Chishti, a 

calligrapher, scholar and sage. The larger goal of the two men was to refresh the Urdu 

language with a distinct script, and neither sought acclaim for it. This is in keeping with 

the mindset of one who practices sacred art - he must empty himself of his ego.  

The calligraphers profiled in this paper were not practitioners of sacred art only, but 

they were certainly traditional calligraphers, trained within a traditional framework, albeit 

in an increasingly modernized world. They sought to train their students in the traditional 

way as much as possible – their effort helped preserve the tradition of calligraphy in Lahore 

at a time when traditional arts were being demoted and Islamic languages (Arabic, Persian, 

Urdu, Punjabi) were being eclipsed by English.  

The work of the figures in this study is not easily categorized. They wore many hats: 

transcribing the Quran, Sufi compendiums, nationalistic poetry, book titles, text books, 

often while holding jobs as newspaper scribes. This phenomenon seems to be a product of 
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modern times - that calligraphers had to make a living from a source or a profession other 

than the art they excelled in. As such, in as much as they continued the traditions of earlier 

centuries and masters, they were engaged in the creation of sacred art (which is also 

traditional by definition) when they wrote Quranic verses, but in all other fields their 

activities were engaged in and producing traditional and not sacred arts.  
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Chapter 3: Lahore 

 

A socio-political context and historical overview of the artistic development of calligraphy 

in Lahore. 

 

The Sultanates  

 The foundation of the Lahore school of calligraphy was laid as a result of the 

invasion of Sultan Mahmood Ghaznavi. He conquered the city in 413/1022 , bringing with 

him Persian influence in all aspects of life. Mahmood Ghaznavi was a great patron of the 

arts, and was very generous towards poets, writers and calligraphers. In the wake of the 

Muslim conquest, Lahore became home to a large number of madrassahs and libraries. 

Mosques often had libraries attached, which were filled with manuscripts transcribed by 

calligraphers of high caliber. The most prevalent script at the time in Lahore was Thuluth.19 

No manuscripts from this period have been found but scholars use coins of the Ghaznavid 

period issued from the Lahore mint to give some information on the state of calligraphy in 

the city. Sultan Mahmood issued a coin on the day he conquered Lahore in 412/1021. In 

Thuluth script, it reads the kalima or profession of faith and Yamin al-Daulah and Amin al-

Millah Mahmud (Mahmud is the Commander of the Faithful). The margin reads that this 

coin was struck in Mahmudpur (i.e. Lahore) in Samavat, year 418 A.H. 

 The two most prominent early calligraphers of Lahore were Syed al-Katib 

Jamaluddin Lahori and Najib al-Din Abu Bakr Altamezi, who are mentioned in several 

early records. A calligrapher called Abu Hamid penned a manuscript of the Kashf al 

                                                      
19 Bhutta, Dr. Muhammad Iqbal, Lahore aur Funn e Khattati. Lahore: Sang e Meel Publications, 

2007. 152 
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Mahjub, the famous Sufi compendium of the mystic Ali Hujwiri (Data Ganj Bakhsh), who 

is regarded as the patron saint of the Punjab. This was the first manuscript to be produced 

in Lahore after the Muslim administration took control. Data Ganj Bakhsh, like the 

conquering Sultan, had also come to Lahore from Ghaznah. 

 Sultan Ibrahim Ghaznavi (r. 452-492/1060-1099) was himself an accomplished 

calligrapher.20 He penned the Holy Quran and sent it to Mecca, and took a personal interest 

in the development of calligraphy in his domain. Beyond the city of Ghaznah, Lahore 

developed as the other dominant center for learning. Scholar, poets and skilled craftsmen 

flocked to this thriving city. Sultan Ibrahim’s vizier in Lahore, Abu Nasr Farsi, who was a 

renowned poet too, established a khaneqah which became a sanctuary for scholars and 

calligraphers. In the Khaneqah e Abu Nasr Farsi, in addition to Islamic education, various 

other disciplines and vocations were taught. There was a grand library attached to the 

khaneqah. 

 The defeat of the Ghaznavids was followed by the reigns of two slave sultans, Qutb 

al-Din Aibak (r. 603-607/1206-1210) and Shams ad-Din Iltumish (r. 607-634/1210-1236). 

Aibak ruled the over the sultanate in the name of the Ghurids. Under his administration the 

city as well as its arts flourished. It is said that during this period, Mohammad bin Mansur 

bin Said, entitled Mobarak Shah (pen name Fakhr i Mudabbir), a Persian scholar in Lahore, 

composed a book on genealogy (Shajra e Ansab) over a period of twelve years, after 

consulting a thousand books, and presented it to Qutb al-Din Aibak.21 The Sultan 

immediately ordered another copy of the manuscript for his royal library. This story not 

                                                      
20 Central Asian princes were known to be erudite and literary, in addition to having military 

prowess. We see later examples in Babur, Mir Ali Sher Nevai and the other Timurid princes. 
21 "Fakr e Modabber." RSS. Accessed January 01, 2016. http://www.iranicaonline.org/.  
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only highlights the Sultan’s appreciation for books and learning, but also indicates what a 

locus for scholarship Lahore must have been; a city with filled with libraries where Fakhr 

i Mudabbir could access a thousand relevant books for research.22 It was under the rule of 

Aibak that the Kufi infused Thuluth script became popular in monumental calligraphy. 

Examples of this work are still extant on monuments such as the Masjid e Kuwwat al Islam 

in the Qutb complex in Delhi, and the mazar of Iltumish.23 

 As for the period of Iltumish rule, they too, were great patrons of the arts, and 

calligraphy in particular. Nasir al-Din Mahmud, who succeeded Shams al-Din Iltumish, 

was an extraordinarily pious and humble ruler, who spent much of his time in prayer. He 

was a Quranic calligrapher himself, and in fact earned his livelihood by copying pages of 

the Quran, rather than drawing a stipend from the state exchequer.24 This historical detail 

neatly illustrates that calligraphy was considered the noblest of professions. The purpose 

of learning the art of calligraphy was both to seek the favor of God and to earn a living. 

The ruler’s high esteem for calligraphers must have certainly lent it prestige within the 

social order. He established two madrassahs (Maghrebiya and Nasriya), where Quran, 

Arabic, Persian as well as calligraphy were taught.25  

 

Mughal Period 

In the year 932/1526 Babur invaded the sub continent after losing his home base 

Fergana and Samarkand; artists and calligraphers from Central Asia (Herat in particular) 

flocked to Lahore and other literary centers in India, bringing with them the Nastaliq style 

                                                      
22 Bhutta 153 

23 Ibid. 
24 Bhutta 153 
25 Ibid. 
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of calligraphy. The Mughal dynasty’s literary refinement and passion for fine manuscripts 

is well known. They established the finest libraries, complete with departments of 

calligraphy that worked closely with miniature artists, book-binders and guilders, to 

produce illustrated and illuminated manuscripts. Mosques had maktabs and madrassahs 

attached where aqli and naqli uloom (intellectual and transmitted sciences) were taught, as 

well as calligraphy; this was also the case in the Sufi khaneqahs (spiritual centers). 

 Babur in spite of his enormous program of strengthening his hold over the newly 

acquired kingdom, provided extensive patronage to the arts. Records show that a prominent 

calligrapher, Maulana Shahab al-Din Haravi was sent from Lahore to the mazar of Hazrat 

Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi, to work on the monumental calligraphy of the shrine.26 

During Humayun’s reign, Harawi’s son Kamal ibn Shahab was a leading calligrapher. His 

work can be seen in the Lahore museum today.27  

Lahore was Emperor Akbar’s capital between 994/1586 and 1007/1598, during 

which time calligraphy in Lahore had its significant moment.28 It is said that during Akbar’s 

reign, his son Jahangir once visited the home of Abul Fazl, Akbar’s friend and scholar of 

the royal court, to find no less than forty calligraphers working there. If this was the case 

at the home of just one aristocratic patron in Lahore, we can imagine how vast the 

combined artistic and literary force of the city might have been. Moti masjid at the Lahore 

fort and Masjid Wazir Khan had rooms allocated to calligraphers (and illuminators and 

                                                      
26 Bhutta, 154 
27 Ibid. 155 
28 Ibid. 159 
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binders) where they worked and taught.29 Nastaliq in particular was cultivated at Akbar’s 

court. Abul Fazl reports that there were twelve experts of Nastaliq at court.30 

Calligraphy continued its momentum during the reign of Shah Jehan. Not only was 

Shah Jehan a trained calligrapher, but so were his four sons and two daughters, Jehan Ara 

Begum and Zaibunnisa Begum. The fact that kings and princes had so much interest in 

calligraphy and some were even trained in it, tells us a great deal about the significance 

and social status of calligraphers.  

Lahore developed as a pre eminent hub for calligraphers from the early Ghaznavid 

period, however a significant milestone took place during the period of Shah Jehan. This 

was the arrival in Lahore of Abdul Rashid Daylami. In the year 1024/1615 Mir Emad al-

Hassani, the outstanding poet of the Safavid court was murdered. His nephew and student, 

Abd al-Rashid Daylami and other family members fled to the Ottoman Empire, and 

Daylami continued further East until he arrived in Lahore. As a result of diplomatic and 

cultural ties and gift exchange between the emperors, Shah Jehan was not only aware of, 

but prized, the work of Mir Emad of the Safavid court. Daylami’s prestigious lineage of 

teachers, and his skill in the style of Mir Emad were impressive credentials indeed. He was 

soon appointed Royal Calligrapher at Shah Jehan’s court. It is estimated that Daylami 

entered Shah Jehan’s service in the year 1056/1623-24 and served his court for twenty-

three years.31  

                                                      
29 Ibid. 
30Rehmani, Anjum. “Islamic Calligraphy in Lahore” in Lahore: Paintings, Murals, and  

Calligraphy, edited by Barbara Schmitz. Mumbai: Mārg Publications on Behalf of National 

Centre for the Performing Arts, 2010. 36 ~ See also: Siddiqui, Atiq R. The Story of Islamic 

Calligraphy. Delhi, India: Sarita Book House, 1990. 72 

31 "Abd-Al-Rašīd Daylamī." RSS. Accessed January 01, 2016. http://www.iranicaonline.org/ 
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 The enormity of his influence can be gauged from the fact that the lineage of all 

great subsequent calligraphers of Nastaliq in Lahore (and Lucknow) is directly linked to 

Daylami. 32 He became superintendent of the royal library (darugha –yi- kitabkhana) in 

1045/1635.33 Shah Jehan’s son Prince Dara Shikoh and daughter, Zaibunissa Begum were 

students of Abd al-Rashid Daylami.34  

During Shah Jehan’s rule, another significant event was the establishment of the the 

Wazir Khan Mosque. Built in 1044/1634 by Nawab Hakim Ali al-Din, the Governor of 

Lahore, upon whom Shah Jehan had bestowed the title of Wazir Khan. The mosque 

complex became significant to calligraphy in Lahore for many reasons that are evident in 

its waqf (charitable trust) deed: 

 

Further, it is laid down that twenty shops outside the eastern 

gateway, 

Together with their upper storeys, shall be for the exclusive 

use of the 

bookbinders and booksellers of the book of Islam, free of rent 

in perpetuity.35 

 

                                                      
32 Bhutta, 160 
33 Seyller, John. The Inspection and Valuation of Manuscripts in the Imperial Mughal Library. 

Zurich; Washington: Museum Rietberg ; Smithsonian Institution, 1997. 14 
34 Bhutta, 153 

35 Rehmani, 48. 
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 It is decorated by Quranic verses, sayings of the Prophet and Persian quatrains in 

Kufic, Naskh, Nastaliq, Thuluth, Tughra, Makus and Tuwam.36 It was these very 

inscriptions that later became a model for mashq by aspiring calligraphers who tirelessly 

practiced from these masterly renditions. Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi, one of the central figures of 

this thesis, expanded his repertoire of calligraphy scripts by using these inscriptions as a 

prototype, even though he did not have an ustad for some of these scripts. 

 

British Period 

The British period marks the decline of calligraphy and other Islamic arts in the sub 

continent. The strategic transplantation of English in place of local languages killed public 

interest in and reduced the practical need of calligraphy. These developments made the 

contributions of those artists who adhered to traditional practice, even more significant. 

 

 

Imam Verdi  

 In the twilight of the Mughal era, when British influence was on the rise, a handful 

of calligraphers in Lahore were responsible for taking Iranian Nastaliq to extraordinary 

heights. Imam Verdi (1205-1297/1790-1880) is considered the last master of Iranian 

Nastaliq in Lahore. He was born in Kabul and migrated to Lahore at a young age. He began 

to work at a mosque in Lahore, teaching children how to write. The son of Imam al-Din, 

the Governor of Kashmir, was his student. By chance, the governor saw corrections made 

by Imam Verdi on his son’s work. Impressed by his hand, the governor inquired about his 

                                                      
36 For more information on the history of and the surface decoration of the Wazir Khan Mosque, 

see the article “Reading Masjid Wazir Khan” by Kamil Khan Mumtaz. 
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son’s teacher.37 He commissioned Imam Verdi for several projects, one of which was the 

monumental calligraphy (still extant) on Masjid Hammam Wali, at Sutar Mandi (Bazar) in 

the walled city. He also did the calligraphy for the tombstone of the governor’s mother, 

buried in the shrine complex of Bibi Pak Daman.38 Famous works of Imam Verdi include 

a manuscript of the Gulistan-i- Saadi, parts of which are preserved in the National Museum 

in Karachi, and at the Fakir Khana Museum in Lahore.39  

It is important to consider the work of Imam Verdi because he was the last most 

acknowledged master, and can be considered the book end, of Iranian Nastaliq in Lahore. 

At the culmination of the half century that followed his demise, Iranian Nastaliq itself came 

to an end in Lahore. It is fair to say that the two centuries long dominance of Iranian 

Nastaliq that began with Daylami was concluded with Imam Verdi. The British Colonial 

program in India was certainly not conducive to the survival of calligraphy and other 

Islamic arts. It was only natural to see a reaction: a remarkable group of Muslim scholars 

and calligraphers in Lahore the 1920s stepped forward to protect and promote calligraphy. 

  

                                                      
37 Bhutta, 167 
38 Bibi Pak Daman Shrine Complex in Lahore is believed to house the graves of six ladies from 

the Prophet’s household (Ahl al-Bayt), including Bibi Ruqayyah, the daughter of Ali ibn Abu 

Talib with his wife Umm al Banin bint Huzaam. Bibi Pak Daman literally means the “chaste 

lady” and is the collective name given to the six ladies buried in this mausoleum. 
39 Rehmani, 53 
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Chapter 4: Lahori Nastaliq (1347/1928) 

 

“Nastaliq” in Urdu is used to describe that which is refined, exquisite; or a person who 

possesses beautiful manners. 

  

 This chapter chronicles the development of the Lahori or Parvini style of Nastaliq, 

the main figures involved in the effort, and the socio-political background. It also sheds 

light on some of the key visual differences between the Lahori style and the original Iranian 

style of Nastaliq. 

Most Persian documents since the beginning of the 10th/16th century were in either 

Nastaliq or Shekasta. Nastaliq is a combination of Naskh and Taliq, two earlier scripts. 

Early Nastaliq had a ‘western’ style and an ‘eastern’ style. The latter was developed in 

Khorasan and rapidly gained widespread acceptance in Iran, the non-Arabic speaking parts 

of the Ottoman Empire, where it was used for writing both Turkish and Persian. In the 

Indian subcontinent, it became the “normative vehicle for writing Urdu” and before that 

Persian. 40 

 An indigenous style of Nastaliq in Lahore, known as Lahori Nastaliq or Tarz e 

Parvini (Style of Parvin) emerged in 1347/1928. This became the the widely recognized 

script of Urdu. A visitor to Pakistan will be surrounded by Lahori Nastaliq on billboards, 

road signs and newspapers. A person who reads Urdu could easily read it if written in 

Iranian Nastaliq or Naskh but is most familiar with the language being transcribed in Lahori 

tarz. 

                                                      
40 Hanaway, William L., and Brian Spooner. Reading Nasta'liq: Persian and Urdu Hands from 

1500 to the Present. Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 1995. 3 
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The man credited with its creation is Abd al-Majeed Parvin Raqam (1319-

1365/1901-1946), a calligrapher who hailed from Aimanabad in the Punjab, and later 

settled in Lahore.41 Also known as Sufi Abd al-Majeed, he was a disciple of the Chishti-

Nizamiyya Sufi Order, and a deeply spiritual man.42 In response to technical and political 

factors concerning Iranian Nastaliq, he modified the script to create Lahori Nastaliq (See 

Figure 12). Its distinctive visual features were long vertical letters and bold joints.43 Iranian 

Nastaliq was inherently such a fine and delicate script that it did not fare well through the 

process of printing. Where individual huroof (letters) were joined to one and other, the line 

was so finely penned that it tended to fade in printing, making the words hard to follow. 

Hence, for the sake of compatibility with printing, the joints in the Lahori or Parvini style 

were augmented. 

There was also a socio-political and less known motive for moving away from 

Iranian Nastaliq. Visually, Iranian Nastaliq had reached its perfection in the time of Emad 

al-Hassani (961-1024/1554-1615). Characterized by fluidity and delicateness, and there 

was no artistic reason for innovation to the existing form. However, there was a political 

one. Persian had been replaced by English as the administrative language in 1248/1832. 

Overnight, a highly literate population of Punjab effectively became illiterate. Persian was 

                                                      
41 Parvin Raqam represented the sixth generation of calligraphers in his family. He learned 

calligraphy from his maternal uncle Hafiz Nur Ahmed for 8 years. He became well renowned in 

the subcontinent. He was invited to Hyderabad Deccan by the Nizam as his royal guest. He stayed 

here for 15 days, wrote 2 qit’aat (pieces of calligraphy) daily and was paid Rupees 200 daily. His 

calligraphy can be seen at Awliya Masjid in Delhi, in the Persian poetry around the shrine of Ali 

Hujwiri, at the shrine of Hakim Faqir Muhammad Chishti, Masjid e Maryam Zamani (also locally 

known as Begum Shahi, she was the wife of Emperor Akbar and the mother of Jahangir) ~ 

Sheikh, Rashid, Tazkara e Khattateen. Lahore: Sang e Meel Publications, 2009. 102 
42 He was known to visit daily the shrine of Ali Hujwiri (popularly known as Data Ganj Bakhsh 

or Data Sahib). His Sheikh was Hafiz Ghulam Mohui al-Din Qasuri ~ Sheikh, 102 
43 Rehmani, 53 
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systematically eradicated (and in the case of Lahore, Punjabi too receded) as the British, 

after the Sepoy Rebellion in 1273/1857, began to support Urdu in Nastaliq script in courts 

and administration, in the Northwestern Provinces. It was mandated as the language of the 

Indian army in 1281/1864. British officials were in agreement that Urdu or, Hindustani, as 

it was starting to be called, should become the lingua franca of all India, certainly of north 

India. However, Hindi written in Devanagari script enjoyed more popularity among the 

common people than Urdu in Nastaliq script.44 The question of script for the soon to be 

independent nation was bristling. 

 In the aftermath of the forced break with Persian, Urdu became not only the 

dominant language of Indian Muslims, but also came to represent their cultural identity. It 

had been perceived as a lashkari zaban (military language) due to its ties with the dialects 

of the Turkic armies that invaded the sub continent; it was not considered equal to Persian, 

a highly refined vehicle for poetry and philosophy.  Hence, there was a push to reinvigorate 

Urdu: creating a uniquely Urdu style of Nastaliq was one of the steps towards this goal.45 

The prevailing Urdu script was Iranian Nastaliq, popularized by Abd al-Rashid Daylami 

who had fled the Safavid court and had become a Royal Calligrapher in Shah Jahan’s 

atelier. However, with the local decline of Persian, and the rallying of Muslims around 

Urdu, the socio-political environment in pre-partition India was conducive for a new, 

indigenous form of Nastaliq. 

                                                      
44 King, Robert D. "The Poisonous Potency of Script: Hindi and Urdu." International Journal of 

the Sociology of Language 2001, no. 150 (2001). doi:10.1515/ijsl.2001.035. 55 
45 Irfan Ahmed Qureshi, interview by Seher A. Shah, August 18, 2015 
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 A small group of Chishti Sufis championed this cause.46 This group included Hakim 

Faqir Mohammad Chishti and Maulana Ghulam Rasul Meher. The two were friends of 

Mohammad Iqbal who played a key role in elevating Urdu into the dominant language of 

the Muslims of the subcontinent. Together they became pillars of the intellectual movement 

forming a new identity for Muslims, and highlighting the importance of Urdu. Hakim Faqir 

Mohammad Chishti, a scholarly figure, who possessed an innovative spirit and a keen eye, 

worked closely with Parvin Raqam to create a new style of Nastaliq. In addition to being a 

doctor, Hakim Faqir Mohammad Chishti was a talented poet, painter, and calligrapher; he 

provided valuable advice, critiques and encouragement in the process of developing the 

Lahori style.47 Parvin Raqam unassumingly revealed the following about their 

collaboration: “The ideas were Hakim Sahib’s, the pen was mine.”48 In the true spirit of 

the Master Calligrapher, his humility prohibited him from seeking acclaim. 

Maulana Ghulam Rasul Meher (1313-1391/1895-1971), a scholar and political 

activist in the Pakistan movement also supported the effort to create a new script. He 

bestowed the title “Parvin Raqam” to Sufi Abd-al Rasheed. Parvin literally means silver, 

but the implied poetic meaning was “one who’s pen radiates moonlight”.49 

Sir Mohammad Iqbal was a friend of Sufi Abd al-Majeed and a patron of Lahori 

Nastaliq. This relationship was significant. The majority of his kalam (poetic compilations) 

were printed from calligraphy by Parvin Raqam. Once Parvin Raqam expressed his 

inability to continue scribing Iqbal’s work, the latter responded that in this case he would 

                                                      
46 For discussion on the role of Chishti Sufis’ use of Muslim identity in politics in the 1930s and 

1940s in Punjab, see Hussain Ahmad Khan, Artisans, Sufis and Shrines 
47 Qalam, Khurshid Gohar, Makhzan e Khattati. Lahore: Sang e Meel Publications, 2005. 218 
48 Sheikh, 102 
49 Interview, Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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cease to publish his work.50 Therefore, Lahori Nastaliq, in the hand of Parvin Raqam, 

became the visual image of Iqbal’s verse, reaching out to galvanize Indian Muslims. 

 Each letter of Iranian Nastaliq is composed within a daira e shamsi (a perfect circle, 

like the sun).51 This circle forms a proportional structure for composing a piece. The 

framework is analogous to Leonardo da Vinci’s illustration of the human figure with a 

circle and a square, with the navel in the center, and limbs reaching at the same time the 

circumference of the circle and sides of the square. Whereas proportions of all body parts 

relate to one another within the figure drawing framework, similarly all the letters fit inside 

the circle in a particular way. Fundamentally, in the daira, the diameter of the circle is the 

height of the alif.  

The calligrapher establishes a circle at the start and continues the rest of the work 

with reference to that. For the creation of Lahori Nastaliq, the daira or circle of reference 

was made more elliptical, in vertical orientation, than that of Iranian Nastaliq, and was 

called daira e bezvi.  This naturally created more depth in certain letters such as nun and 

ayn, and elongated the vertical letters such as alif and lam. The vertical letters in Iranian 

Nastaliq are written at a minor slant. However, since Lahori Nastaliq originated at a time 

when the foundation of a nation was being laid, these letters were rendered tall, rising 

upright and perpendicular, subtly embodying the spirit of the times.52 

                                                      
50 Rehmani, 53 
51 Ibn Muqlah codified six scripts and introduced three systems of proportion in the 9th century: 

Nizam al-Dairah (System of Circles), Nizam al-Nuqat (System of Dots), and Nizam al-Tashabuh 

(System of Resemblance). 
52 Interview, Irfan Ahmed Qureshi. He learned the reason for making the letters perpendicular in 

oral transmission from the son of Maulana Ghulam Rasul Meher, and from Mr. Javed Iqbal, son 

of Sir Mohammad Iqbal. 
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Whereas Iranian Nastaliq is known for greater fluidity, the emphasis of Lahori 

Nastaliq is on articulation of bold shapes, deep curvature of huroof, and refined shaping of 

the pointed ends. The result is that Lahori Nastaliq is less fluid and more graphic (see 

Figure A below).  

 

Figure A 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Chapter 5: Master Calligraphers 

 

Period of Transition 

Together with Parvin Raqam, Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam and Muhammad Siddique 

Almas Raqam (See Figures 10 and 11), were the three pivotal figures in the first generation 

of traditional calligraphers immediately after Partition. Parvin Raqam passed just before 

partition but left a remarkable legacy in the shape of Lahori tarz. Zarin Raqam and Almas 

Raqam strengthened this legacy and were responsible for the training of the next generation 

of traditional calligraphers in Lahore.53 During this tumultuous phase of history when 

traditional arts were vanishing, this generation, managed to preserve calligraphy under the 

guise of  identity of Indian Muslims. Devanagri script was widely taught and could well 

have become the script for Urdu, at the expense of Arabic letters rendered in Nastaliq.54 

There were many facets to the struggle for assigning two different scripts to the sister 

languages: Nastaliq to Urdu and Devanagri to Hindi. The Muslim intellectuals mentioned 

in the previous chapter and the traditional calligraphers, were amongst those who helped 

save the Islamic script and therefore calligraphy, in the transition from Persian to Urdu. 

Parvin Raqam crystallized the effort with his new tarz, and many others played a 

meaningful role. 

 Zarin Raqam (1324-1374/1906-1955), although a contemporary of Parvin Raqam, 

devoted himself to mashq (copying) of original compositions by the latter. This in no way 

diminishes Zarin Raqam’s place – he became the leading figure in the then newly emerging 

                                                      
53 There were many other distinguished traditional calligraphers and teachers in Lahore at the 

time, who are not within the scope of this study. This is not to say that their accomplishments 

were of any less merit. 
54 The first (now elderly) generation of Pakistanis who received their elementary education in pre-

partition India, still recall how to read and write in Devanagri script. 



 30

Tarz-i-Parvini (style of Parvin). Through the process of taqlid (imitation) Zarin Raqam’s 

work became so close as be virtually indistinguishable from the work of Parvin Raqam. 

Indeed, their names are often mentioned together. He taught Nastaliq to an overwhelming 

number of students, amongst them were Hafiz Sadidi and Sufi Khursheed Raqam who are 

two of the central figures in this study. Sufi Khursheed Raqam succeeded Zarin Raqam as 

the teacher in the academy named after him. Zarin Raqam Academy in Baithak e Katiban 

(Room of Calligraphers) at Lohari Gate became an iconic and central space for 

calligraphers in Lahore.  

Zarin Raqam is known for producing the Muraqqah e Zarin, a book on Lahori 

Nastaliq, which was instrumental in codifying the script. He was the first president of the 

Khushnavis Union (Union of Calligraphers) and served this office almost continuously 

from 1358/1939 to 1370/1951. As president of the Union, he succeeded in securing higher 

wages for calligraphers working for newspapers.55 As such championed the rights and 

status of calligraphers in the sub-continent. 

Muhammad Siddique Almas Raqam (1325-1392/1907-1972) from Jamkai Cheema 

near Sialkot was another early master of Lahori Nastaliq. He initially learned calligraphy 

from family members, then went to stay with Maulvi Mehbub Alam who was the Head 

Calligrapher at Zamindar newspaper. While here, he had a chance to learn Nastaliq from 

Parvin Raqam himself. He received the title of Almas Raqam from the senior calligraphers 

at Zamindar newspaper when he wrote the signboard for the newspaper office. Later in 

1365/1946, he received the additional tile of Khattat al Asr.56 

                                                      
55 Almas Raqam was President of the Khushnavis Union in 1948 - Bhutta 
56 He was a spiritual disciple of Hazrat Qutb al-Alam Omar Barelvi and is buried in Lahore, near 

the tomb of the Naqshbandi Shaykh Hazrat Tahir Bandagi. His calligraphy can be seen the shrine 

of this shaykh ~ Bhutta, 225 
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First Generation of Traditional Calligraphers trained in Post-Partition Lahore 

The three master calligraphers of Lahore in the period after partition were not only 

exemplars of their field, but also contemporaries, and friends. Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi and Sufi 

Khursheed Raqam were both trained by Zarin Raqam, and they also shared a spiritual 

teacher. Nafees Raqam, although he learned calligraphy from his father, and was the 

spiritual student of another teacher, he too was part of this group. As young men they 

worked as calligraphers in different newspaper offices in the walled city, and met up at the 

end of the day at a tea stall by the Delhi Gate. Here they would review their work 

collectively and give feedback.57 

 

Creative Genius: Hafiz Muhammad Yusuf Sadidi (1347-1406/1928-1986)  

Ustad Hafiz Muhammad Yusuf Sadidi was born in Chakwal (Punjab) in 1928. He 

received his early education at home from his father. This included memorizing 15 chapters 

of the Quran. He received his primary/ elementary school education in Arabic and Farsi at 

the Madrassah i Arabia Islamia (Madrassah of Islam and Arabic) in Khewra. During the 

course of study at the madrassah he committed to memory another seven chapters of the 

Quran. At age eleven, young Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi was sent to Lahore to live with his paternal 

aunt, in the Gharhi Shahoo neighborhood. He continued his education here and completed 

the memorization of the Quran under the tutelage of Qari Mohammad Tufail at the 

                                                      
57 Bhutta, 282 
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renowned Wazir Khan Mosque in Lahore. Hence he is referred to as Hafiz, i.e.  one who 

has committed the Quran to memory.58  

He was drawn to calligraphy from a young age and became a student of Munshi 

Mohammad Sharif Ludhianwi (the son of a famous Quranic calligrapher, Maulana 

Mohammad Qasim Ludhianwi also known as Sultan Qalam). From Ludhianwi, he learned 

Nastaliq for two years (1359-1360/1940-1941), and Ludhianwi’s brother Munshi 

Mohammad Shafi instructed him in Naskh.  

In 1363/1944 he went to Peshawar for a year to learn naqqashi (drawing and 

painting) from M. M. Sharif, an artist and calligrapher. The purpose of learning art and 

design principles was to train him to make borders and manuscript illumination59. He then 

moved to Delhi where he spent a year further perfecting Naskh under the supervision of 

Munshi Mehmood Khan Dehlvi. The ustad instructed him to do mashq of only the Durood 

Sharif (invocation of praise of the Prophet) for a few months. The reason behind this 

practice is subtle and spiritual in nature. It is believed that by devoting oneself to 

benediction to the Prophet, the love for the Prophet in the heart of the student increases; 

and as a result he is showered with Muhammedan barakah.60 Daily recitation of Durood 

Sharif is a fundamental practice in Sufi tariqahs, based on the premise that love for the 

prophet is  a bridge to attaining nearness to God (5:31). Subscribing to the framework of 

belief that purity of hand reflects purity of soul, the traditional calligrapher sought the 

Prophet’s blessings on his spiritual and artistic path.1 Mr. Imdad Ahmad recounts an 

anecdote that illustrates the paradigm regarding the significance of love for the Prophet: A 

                                                      
58 Sheikh, 155 

59 Bahar e Mustafa, interview by Seher A. Shah, May 19, 2016 
60 Ibid. 
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holy man saw in his dream a calligrapher who passed away. The calligrapher seemed to be 

in Paradise. When asked how he arrived in such a special place, the calligrapher replied 

that every time he wrote the Prophet’s name he wrote it with profound love and respect, 

taking pains to ensure that it stood out in beauty over other words in the text. For this 

reason, he said, he was sent to heaven.61 

 At the time of the partition of the sub-continent, as riots erupted across the region, 

Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi had to abandon his belongings, and board a train of migrants headed to 

Lahore, crossing the newly drawn border between India and Pakistan. Ever in the quest of 

improving his skill, he sought out Zarin Raqam, the renowned master of Nastaliq. This 

student-teacher relationship continued until the passing away of the latter in 1374/1955. 

They both worked for Emruz newspaper when the paper first began.  

Ustad Sadidi lived a life immersed in calligraphy. When he saw a beautiful work, 

he would stand in contemplation of it for an extended period of time. He was also a 

collector of calligraphy by international masters, and used theses as a models for mashq.  

After all, traditional calligraphers, unlike artists of the modern era, were concerned with 

the continuity of tradition rather than the creation of unique works of art. Among the great 

calligraphers whose work he used as a model and influence were: Shaykh Abdul Aziz al-

Rifai and Hamid al-Amadi of Turkey, Syed Ibrahim of Egypt and Bashim Mohammad al-

Baghdadi. 62 He had a keen eye for the minutest detail and an extraordinary ability to 

perfectly copy any script. In fact, he learned Kufic, Diwani and Riqa by studying closely 

                                                      
61 This anecdote appears in the Risala e Ghousia of Hazrat Abdul Qadir Gilani, recounted by Mr. 

Imdad Ahmad in an interview by Seher A. Shah, August 18, 2015. 
62 Hamid al-Amidi (Sheikh Musa Azmi) was one of the greatest masters of Islamic calligraphy in 

Turkey in the 20th century. Ustad Sadidi was extremely taken by his work; he was planning to 

visit him to seek instruction, but al-Amidi passed away before this meeting could take place. See 

Rashid Sheikh, 161 
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and copying the work of these international masters.63 He revived the Kufic style which 

was practically archaic during this period in Lahore.64 He studied the monumental Thuluth 

at the Wazir Khan mosque where he had spent time as a young student and mastered it 

through mashq. Eventually, through exceptional aptitude, combined with regular mashq, 

Ustad Sadidi emerged as Haft Qalam, or master of seven scripts (See Figure 9).65 In 

comparison to other Haft Qalam calligraphers in Lahore at this time, Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi 

was Master of Seven scripts at the international level. Calligraphers who saw his work 

during his time spent in Saudi Arabia were shocked to learn that he hailed from non-Arabic 

speaking Pakistan. 

 

Contribution 

 When Hafiz Sadidi came to Lahore, Nastaliq dominated the arena, its luminaries 

being Abd al-Majeed Parvin Raqam (who was given the title of Khattat e Mashriq i.e. 

Calligrapher of the East), Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam (Khattat ul Mulk i.e. Notable 

Calligrapher of the Nation) and Mohammad Siddiq Almas Raqam. Although the Kufi, 

Thuluth and Naskh scripts had been used in the sub-continent for a millennium, they had 

been eclipsed by Nastaliq, and were not in vogue in Lahore when Hafiz Sadidi came upon 

the scene. Possessing expertise in all Arabic and Persian scripts, he is credited with 

bringing the other scripts back in popular use. In fact, he was more inclined towards Arabic 

calligraphy rather than Persian or Urdu. His ease with the Arabic scripts was such that 

when the Chinese Prime Minister Chou En Lai visited Pakistan, in an artistic gesture to 

                                                      
63 Sheikh, 161 
64 Rehmani, 57 (Endnote 77) 
65 Gohar Qalam, 236 
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mark the visit, he composed a special edition of Emruz newspaper with headlines in Kufic 

script, manipulated in such a way that at first glance it looked like Chinese script (See 

Figure 7). Pakistani calligraphers have taken Nastaliq to great heights, while also practicing 

Kufic, Riqa, Divani and Thuluth, but their prowess in the latter group has not received 

comparable acclaim. Hafiz Sadidi stood out amongst his local contemporaries because of 

outstanding competence across a wide range of scripts (See Figures 8 and 9).  

Hafiz Sadidi was commissioned for several projects of monumental calligraphy. He 

created the monumental Thuluth and Kufic calligraphy for the shrine of Mohammad Iqbal, 

the Minar of Pakistan, Jamia Ashrafiya and Jamia Mosque Mansura to name just a few.66 

In his youth, Hafiz Sadidi had spent time practicing from the monumental calligraphy at 

Qutb Minar (Tower) in Delhi, the style of which is a confluence of Kufic and Thuluth. 

When the shrine of Qutb al-Din Aibak in Lahore was being restored, it was agreed that the 

calligraphy should be in the same style as on the ruler’s Minar in Delhi. Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi 

was the ideal choice for this job. He went to Delhi to further study the work on the Minar 

of Aibak and returned to complete the work on his shrine Lahore in such a way that there 

was visual harmony and continuity between the two monuments devoted to Aibak. For his 

contribution to calligraphy, the Government of Pakistan conferred upon him the prestigious 

Pride of Performance Award in 1982. 

 From 1367/1948 to 1401/1981, Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi served as Khushnavis for the 

daily newspaper Emruz67. The newspaper which was then entirely handwritten, employed 

a large number of khushnavisan and katiban.  Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi designed the iconic title 

of the newspaper. Although Zarin Raqam was a dominant figure at the newspaper, and his 

                                                      
66 Gohar Qalam, 236 and 238 
67 Emruz means “Today” in Persian 
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reputation for Nastaliq was widespread, he preferred for his student Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi to 

design the distinctive Emruz logo in Thuluth.68 After retiring from Emruz he went to 

Riyadh to work in an advertising company. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Dervish Calligrapher : Sufi Khursheed Alam Khursheed Raqam (1346-1425/1927-2004)    

 Sufi Khursheed Alam Khursheed Raqam (henceforth Sufi Khursheed Raqam) was 

born in 1137/1919 in Kapurthala, then a princely state of Punjab.  His father Rehmat Ali 

Shirin Raqam was a Shahi Khattat (State Calligrapher or Court Calligrapher) to Sir Jagatjit 

Singh Bahadur, the Maharaja of Kapurthala.69 Thus, Sufi Khursheed Raqam was born into 

a refined literary and cultural environment, and was a third generation calligrapher in his 

family. His education included calligraphy, poetry and Persian literature. His first 

calligraphy teacher was his father.  

 At partition, Sufi Khursheed Raqam migrated from Kapurthala to Lahore, by way 

of Gujranwala and Faisalabad. At this time in Lahore, Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam was the 

most renowned teacher of calligraphy; he agreed to take Sufi Khurseed as his student. The 

                                                      
68 Bhutta, 279 

69 He received the title of Maharajah in 1911, and was also known as Tikka Raja – Imdad Ahmad 

interview. 
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training and influence of Zarin Raqam truly brought out Sufi Khursheed Raqam’s potential 

as a calligrapher. Here, he blossomed as a calligrapher of the Nastaliq script. In addition, 

he also mastered Thuluth and Naskh (see Figure 13). Eventually, he was designated ja 

nasheen/ khalifa, i.e. most senior student or deputy of Zarin Raqam.70  After the demise of 

the latter, the decision as to who could run the mission of the institute in the future was to 

be made by agreement of the students. Sufi Khursheed was selected over other students 

even though the group included Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam’s own son. Sufi Khursheed Raqam 

named the baithak Taj al-Din Zarin Raqam Academy. This was located at the Baithak e 

Katiban (Room of Calligraphers) inside the walled city of Lahore, by the historic Lohari 

Gate. 

 Sufi Khursheed Alam was initiated into the Chishtiyya Sufi Order by Hazrat Khoja 

Sadeed al Din Mutami.71 Sufi Khursheed was a man of few words and humble by 

temperament. Although most of the calligraphers mentioned here had active spiritual 

disciplines, Sufi Khursheed was known as the greatest dervish of them all. It is said that 

spirituality was like a river flowing through him. He would be visibly moved over any 

mention of the saints - when he heard a recitation of the poetry of Hafiz, Saadi, Jami or 

Iqbal, he would be transported into a hal (temporary spiritual state). He received khilafat 

from his shaykh, but was very selective about taking students. 

 Over the years he trained countless students of calligraphy, some of whom became 

teachers in their own right. A large number of students went on to pursue successful 

commercial careers in newspapers. He paid great attention to the training of his students 

                                                      
70 Ja nasheen means one who takes his place, literally, one who occupies the spot where he sat 
71 Hazrat Sadeed al Din was also the murshid or spiritual teacher of Hafiz Mohammad Sadidi 
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and was considered by them a source of Divine blessings. His students included his son 

Imdad Ahmed and Bahar e Mustafa, the son of Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi. 

 The ambience of learning calligraphy with at the baithak was nothing like what 

students of calligraphy in Lahore today are used to. It is now taught like any other course 

at The Punjab University – the elements of spiritual training, and age old ustad shagerd 

adab (traditional code of courtesy in the student teacher relationship) are missing. Sufi 

Khursheed Raqam’s son described the dervishi mauhal (otherworldly ambience) of the 

baithak (institute or gathering place) where he had taught. Showing great respect for rituals, 

Sufi Khursheed Raqam would only pick up the qalam after performing ablutions. Students 

and teacher all sat on the floor with takthi and qalam. Students would arrive at nine or ten 

in the morning and work until sunset, breaking for prayers. When Sufi Khurshid Raqam’s 

spiritual teacher Ghulam Sadeed al-Din would visit the baithak, all the calligraphy students 

sat in his company too. Musical concerts, Qawwali and Samaa, took place in which Sufi 

Khursheed and his murshid (Sufi teacher) too participated and played musical instruments. 

Muhammad Azam Chishti, the renowned naat singer and poet, would also visit the baithak 

and sing his naats in Urdu, Punjabi and Persian.72 Hence it was not just an institute of 

calligraphy but in some ways doubled as a dervish gathering place.73 This establishment 

certainly seemed to believe that calligraphy and mysticism enhanced one another. 

Sufi Khursheed Raqam, like the multi talented calligraphers mentioned in the 

Golistan i Honar, was also a great poet who composed poetry and songs in Urdu, Arabic 

                                                      
72 Muhammad Azam Chishti (1921-1993) was a celebrated singer of Naat or panagyrical poems 

honoring Muhammad. He composed original naats and also qawwali. Imdad Ahmad, interview. 
73 Imdad Ahmad, interview. 
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and Persian. Ehsan Danish, a famous poet of Urdu was his ustad of poetry.74  When asked 

to write a poem about or for a person, he would compose it such that the cumulative 

numerical value of the concluding verse would be the same as the year of the person’s 

birth. Or if asked to write a poem to commemorate a life event such as receiving an 

academic degree, the last verse would numerically add up to the year the degree was 

awarded. He owed this to an advanced knowledge of numerology.75 

 Sufi Khursheed Raqam had an unshakeable faith that God would provide for him. 

Since he was teaching a sacred art, no tuition or fees was expected from his students. Every 

so often a student would discreetly put some money as a token of thanks under Sufi 

Khursheed Raqam’s prayer mat. He took up the position of Khattat e Aala (Senior 

Calligrapher) in various newspapers in order to generate an income.76 Due a decline in the 

appreciation of sacred art, most calligraphers were forced to pursue commercial projects. 

 

 

Poet, Khattat, Naqshbandi Shaykh:Syed Anwar Husain Nafees Raqam (1352-1430/1933-

2009) 

also know as Syed Anwar Husain Nafees al-Husaini 

 Syed Anwar Husain Nafees Raqam (Henceforth Nafees Raqam) was born into a 

family of calligraphers in Sialkot. His father Syed Mohammad Ashraf Ali Syed al-Raqam 

was an accomplished calligrapher, as had been their forefathers for several generations. 

                                                      
74 Ehsan Danish was an expert in matters related to prosody, usage and lexicography. He was 

awarded national honors Nishan-i-Imtiaz and Sitara-i-Imtiaz for his services to Urdu literature 

and language ~ "Literary Notes: Ehsan Danish: A Labourer, Poet and Lexicographer." - 

Newspaper. 2016. Accessed June 10, 2016. http://www.dawn.com/news/1245469.  
75 Imdad Ahmad, interview. 
76 He worked at Daily Afaaq and Emruz 
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They were descendants of Hazrat Khawaja Sayyid Muhammad Gesu Daraz, a well known 

Sufi Saint of the subcontinent.77 After completing high school in Faisalabad, Anwar Husain 

formally began to learn calligraphy from his father, while also pursuing the study of Persian 

and Urdu at Oriental College Lahore.  

Nafees Raqam began his newspaper career with Ehsan newspaper headquartered at 

Delhi Gate Lahore. In 1371/1952, Zarin Raqam recommended him to Nawa e Waqt 

newspaper where he served as Khattat e Aala (Senior Calligrapher) for four years. In 

1375/1956 he left to pursue an independent practice of calligraphy. Maulana Syed Hamid 

Mian who ran a madrassah attached to the mosque at Jamia Madina Park benevolently 

provided him a room at the madrassah, where he worked and taught. Nafees Raqam’s 

students received Nafais al-Khattut (training in letters) here at the madrassah, and Tazkia 

e Nafs (spiritual training) at his home across the park. 

In 1376/1957 he took bayah (spiritual initiation) with the great Naqshbandi Shaykh, 

Hazrat Maulana Abd al-Qadir Raipuri, who was known to be learned also in logic, 

philosophy and Greek medicine. Nafees Raqam considered the spiritual initiation to be the 

most meaningful event of his life. Shaykh Raipuri was pleased to learn of Nafees Raqam 

being a descendant of Syed Gesu Daraz, and the two formed a close and warm relationship. 

Nafees Raqam eventually gained ijazah to become a Sufi teacher himself. 78 

Nafees Raqam taught a large number of students, including some from Bangladesh, 

Myanmar (then Burma) and Afghanistan.79 He found that if Nastaliq was taught first, 

                                                      
77 Hazrat Khawaja Sayyid Muhammad Gesu-Daraz was originally from Khorasan. A manuscript 

called “Tafseer-Al-Multaqit” by him is preserved in the manuscript collection of British India 

Office Library. Irfan Ahmed, interview. 
78 Abid, Maulana, Mard e Kamil, 17 
79 Bhutta, 255 
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within a year or two, students were adequately trained to find employment with newspapers 

and would terminate their calligraphy lessons at this point. In his view, a calligrapher 

mastering just one khatt was severely insufficient, and desired that his students should stay 

on, to acquire more range. Naskh was far less commercially desirable than Nastaliq, 

therefore learning Naskh first, ensured that the students would stay on to learn the more 

economically viable Nastaliq. Hence as a solution to this problem, Naskh featured first in 

the curriculum, therefor his students would leave with knowledge of two scripts. Another 

motive was that since Naskh was commonly used for transcribing the Quran, training a 

large group of people who could emerge as experts of Quranic calligraphy would ensure 

the continuity of this exalted tradition. Nafees Raqam himself composed and transcribed 

twelve Qurans.80  

 After one to two years of training, a student was considered ready for a job with a 

newspaper. Many students left at this juncture. Level two was “to travel the distance to 

become a calligrapher of a high caliber”. This involved training in khatt and spirituality. 

The next level was to become sahib e tarz, i.e. the teacher would gauge the student’s talent 

and inclination and lead them towards the style of a certain master. 81 It appears that after 

reaching a higher level of study, the teacher provided more nuanced training.  The reader 

may notice here that there was flexibility of style (i.e. to imitate the style of anyone from a 

range of masters) available to the student, but he was required to stay within the established 

conventions. 

 Mr. Irfan Ahmad Qureshi, Nafees Raqam’s student describes a typical day at the 

baithak (institute).  Students would receive a lesson in tafsir (Quranic exegesis), then 

                                                      
80 Abid, 14 
81 Irfan Ahmed Qureshi, interview. 
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engage in mashq all morning. They would pause to offer Duhr prayers around noon, then 

gather with Nafees Raqam at his home which was across the park from the baithak. Here, 

he led their spiritual training or tazkia e nafs which included dhikr, silent recitation of Surah 

Al-Inshirah (Quranic chapter 94) a prescribed number of times, using date seeds to count 

on. They would return to mashq at the baithak until Asr, the late afternoon prayer, after 

which the teacher corrected their work. The ambience was permeated by profound respect 

and courtesy (adab). The students were expected to speak little and stay focused on their 

work.   

The student’s first lesson was to transcribe the following dua or 

supplication: 

Oh Lord, make this task easy for me, 

And let me not face obstacles, 

Oh Lord, bestow on me the ability to complete this task with facility, 

And You are the One we turn to for help.82 

The salient features Nafees Raqam’s teaching program appear to be lengthy and 

repetitive mashq, correction and guidance of writing by the teacher, spiritual guidance and 

prayer. 

  

Contribution 

Nafees Raqam’s work can be see at Masjid Salah al-Din (Timber Market), Masjid Hazrat 

Ali Chowk (Mohini Road), Masjid Faiz al-Islam (Ganpat Road), Masjid Chaudhry 

Hospital (Sheesh Mahal Road) and Allama Iqbal Museum (Javed Manzil). He undertook 

                                                      
82 Irfan Ahmed Qureshi, interview. The translation from Urdu is mine. 
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some contemporary projects too. For example, he wrote popular verses of Iqbal’s poetry in 

jalli (bold) Nastaliq on approximately 50 canvases. He also started using canvases to write 

Durood Sharif in the following six scripts: Thuluth, Naskh, Nastaliq, Kufi, Divani and 

Riqa.83 He composed an exercise book of writing (Kitab e Khatti) for first and second grade 

students.84 Some of the books he transcribed were a compendium of the Sufi poetry of 

Bullay Shah85 and a highly acclaimed Diwan e Ghalib.86 Nafees Shah also collaborated in 

a project with the IT department of a Lahore University to develop a computer font called 

Khat-e-Nafees, as well as other fonts (Nafees Nastaliq, Nafees Naskh) that are available in 

a software package named Urdu Mahir.87  

Nafees Raqam had mastered Lahori Nastaliq but his articulation of it was distinct 

due to slimmer, more delicate joints as compared to the prototype. As his long and dynamic 

career unfolded, he leaned more towards the Iranian style of Nastaliq later in life.88 Since 

Muslims of the subcontinent had gained their own nation and identity in 1366/1947, and 

the political reason to break with Iranian Nastaliq existed no more, there was no hindrance 

to favor the Iranian Nastaliq as an influence. 

In 1406/1986 The Government of Pakistan conferred on him the Pride of 

Performance Award. He performed the duties of a judge in the Yaqut al-Mustasimi 

calligraphy competition (The Second International Calligraphy Competition organized by 

IRCICA) in Istanbul in 1409/1989. 

                                                      
83 Gohar Qalam, 248 
84 Sheikh, 189 
85 One of the great Sufi saints of Punjab 
86 Sheikh, 189 
87 Mahir in Urdu means expert. 
88 Gohar Qalam, 249 
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Nafees Raqam’s fame and influence can be judged from the immense crowd that 

gathered to attend rites and prayers of burial. The funeral prayers were held at Ateeq 

Stadium in Lahore but the stadium could not accommodate this assembly, and participants 

spilled over onto the streets. Rows of people in prayer stretched from the stadium all the 

way to Minar e Pakistan.89 

 

Shifting attitudes 

The calligraphers interviewed in this project, all agreed that the commitment to 

training of such intensity and duration, that had existed in the time of their great teachers, 

has deteriorated in present times. The traditional training program was extremely 

demanding: it took nine years for a student to attain the prestigious level of Haft Qalam or 

master of seven scripts. Most students today earn professional diplomas in three years 

which can makes them functional for commercial jobs; but an additional five years of 

training is required to be Haft Qalam. However, since there are few people left to appreciate 

what was beautiful in the traditional sense, there is little incentive to embark on such a 

lengthy training program. Mr. Imdad Ahmad observed the difference in calligraphers then 

and now: whereas his father Sufi Khurshid Raqam’s attitude is encapsulated in the quote 

“My calligraphy is my ibadat (worship)”; more and more today, calligraphy is seen as 

merely a commercial activity.90  

  

                                                      
89 Abid,  24 
90 Imdad Ahmad, interview. 
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Concluding Remarks: Reasons for the decline of Traditional Calligraphy 

 

 A decline in the use of calligraphy on buildings and monuments was the natural 

outcome of the Modernist Movement in architecture. After independence in 1366/1947 

Pakistan inherited from the British, the Western concept of architecture, which 

acknowledged only those professionals who followed the European tradition. The sphere 

of the traditional architect receded to religious institutions and rural programs. The new 

aesthetic eliminated the category of surface decoration. Kamil Khan Mumtaz succinctly 

describes the new attitude: 

 

Decoration is redundant and must therefore be rejected. 

Materials should be left pure, with no applied decoration. 

The finished colours and textures of the buildings must be 

the natural textures and colours of the materials themselves. 

The structural system must be expressed externally as well 

as internally. 

The buildings that resulted from this new philosophy quickly 

established an aesthetic of bare, unadorned surfaces…(and) 

defied all established conventions and did not relate to any 

historical style.91 

 

                                                      
91 Mumtaz, Kamil Khan. Architecture in Pakistan. Singapore: Concept Media, 1985. 162-163 
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As the built environment began to reflect this philosophy, the use of calligraphy on 

buildings became entirely incongruous to the architecture. One might imagine that 

religious institutions would have retained traditional architectural forms, but the case of 

Shah Faisal Mosque, the grand national mosque in Islamabad, proves otherwise. The new 

capital was conceived as a modern city based on a grid-iron plan, and the design of its main 

mosque had to be in keeping with the contemporary design ideals of the city. The mosque 

was conceived in the 1970s when the Modern Movement and International Style were 

widely admired by architects worldwide. The jury appreciated the “modern form and 

technology” of the selected design.92 They recommended removing even the “token 

references to traditional design”.93 Among the important design goals were to use the 

fewest possible materials and to express the structure internally as well as externally.94 

Therefore, it is no surprise that there was minimal use of traditional calligraphy in this 

mosque. By contrast, the Wazir Khan Mosque built in the 17th century in Lahore, displays 

an extravagant program of surface decoration employing multiple styles of traditional 

calligraphy. Such programs had not only provided patronage to calligraphers but also 

created a space for students of calligraphy to admire, absorb, and practice from, the work 

of masters. In this way, an important avenue for the use, promotion and appreciation of 

traditional calligraphy was closed. 

Calligraphy had traditionally been supported by the patronage of courts such as the 

Court of the Maharajah of Kapurthala where Sufi Khursheed Alam’s father served; as well 

as other wealthy patrons, and khaneqahs. With the passage of time courts became 

                                                      
92 Mumtaz, Architecture in Pakistan, 188 
93 Ibid., 190 
94 Ibid. 
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governments and were not concerned with the arts; people’s tastes changed and they began 

to shop in the west; Sufis institutions did not have the endowments or means required to 

sponsor projects. As support dwindled, so did the arts. Political reasons did further damage: 

as a result of the socialist wave swept through the country in the 1970s, patronage declined 

further. Calligraphy was relegated to the status of a craft rather than an art.95 A further blow 

to hand-written calligraphy was the introduction of computer word processing in the 

1400/1980. Prior to word processing all newspapers and most books in Urdu were hand 

written – these newspaper calligrapher positions had been the livelihood of Hafiz Yusuf 

Sadidi, Sufi Khursheed Raqam, Nafees Raqam and countless others.  

Therefore, with buildings, monuments, newspapers, books, and wealthy patrons all 

turning away from traditional calligraphy, the number of students of calligraphy 

diminished too. When Sufi Khursheed Raqam fell ill, there was no ja nasheen, and the Taj 

al-Din Zarin Raqam Academy fell into shambles. The students appealed to save it as a 

heritage site, but the landlord resisted, and lengthy litigation ensued.96 There was no 

influential patron who stepped forward to protect the academy. Thus, after the demise of 

Sufi Khursheed Raqam this institute of calligraphy effectively came to an end. 

Surprisingly the majority of people who read and write Urdu do not know that they 

do so in a script called Nastaliq; nor do they pay attention to how it is different from the 

script of other Islamic languages such as Persian or Sindhi (both are typically transcribed 

in Naskh). And they certainly are not aware that theirs is a specialized style within Nastaliq, 

possessing an intricate history. Schools curricula do not mention the name let alone the 

history of the script associated with the Urdu language. Such neglectfulness promotes 

                                                      
95 Irfan Ahmed Qureshi, interview. 
96 Bahar e Mustafa, interview. 
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cultural ignorance, and deprives people of a finer appreciation of their language and visual 

culture. Even the literate and educated population is therefore not equipped to grasp the 

masterly contributions of Haft Qalam calligraphers. Furthermore, since the idea of 

inventiveness and individuality has gained supremacy in art, many do not understand the 

paradigm of traditional practice. Its fundamental concepts of taqlid (imitation) and 

adherence to a canon, have become mostly alien to the prevailing culture.  
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Figure 1 

Iranian Nastaliq by Abd al-Rashid Daylami 

Lahore Museum 
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Figure 2 

Letter in Iranian Nastaliq by Abd al-Rashid Daylami  

Lahore Museum 
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Figure 3 

Iranian Nastaliq by Imam Verdi 

Lahore Museum 
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Figure 4 

Lahori Nastaliq by Abd al-Majeed Parvin Raqam 

Lahore Museum 
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Figure 5 

Different Regional Styles of Nastaliq 

Image courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Figure 6 

Hafiz Mohammad Yusuf Sadidi 

Image courtesy of Bahar e Mustafa 
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Figure 7 

Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi 

Kufic made to look like Chinese for Emruz Newspaper, Lahore 

Image courtesy of Bahar e Mustafa 
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Figure 8 

Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi 

Surah Baqarah, Ayat 197 in Thuluth 

This verse begins with the word Al-Hajj, and it occurs another two times in this verse. 

Hafiz Sadidi composed this piece so that main feature is Al-Hajj written thrice, and the 

remaining words of the verse are in the belly of each Jeem  

Image courtesy of Bahar e Mustafa 
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Figure 9 

Seven Scripts by Hafiz Mohammad Yusuf Sadidi 

Image courtesy of Bahar e Mustafa 
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Figure 10 

Zarin Raqam 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Figure 11 

Almas Raqam 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Figure 12 

Parvin Raqam 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Figure 13 

Khurshid Raqam 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 
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Figure 14 

Hafiz Yusuf Sadidi 

Slide courtesy of Irfan Ahmed Qureshi 

 

 

 

 

 


