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Diwan of Arabic Calligraphy in Egypt during the 
Muhammed Ali Dynasty

Mohamed Hasan

The	 first	 book	 in	 this	 series,	 entitled	
“Diwan of Arabic Calligraphy in Egypt 
during	 the	 Muhammed	 Ali	 Dynasty”,	 was	
issued in the framework of a new series of 
books	 entitled	 “Studies	 of	 Contemporary	
Arabic	 Calligraphy”;	 one	 of	 the	 scientific	
publications the publishing of which 
Bibliotheca Alexandrina is concerned.

The	book	reviews	Arabic	calligraphy	and	
its	 history	during	Muhammed	Ali’s	 dynasty	
from	 CE	 1805	 to	 1952	 as	 a	 vast	 epistemic	
and historical field, including all aspects of 
human creativity, and attempts to understand 
the history of Egypt through it. Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina sought in this book to present 
attempts to understand Arabic calligraphy 

and its significance throughout five chapters, 
each concerned with a particular introduction. 
The	 first	 chapter	 is	 designated	 to	 “Arabic	
Calligraphy	in	Egypt	before	the	Muhammed	
Ali Dynasty”, and begins with the Egyptian 
Artistic	 School	 concept,	 the	 scope	 of	 its	
independence	throughout	the	Mamluk	period,	
and	its	artistic	heritage	as	a	natural	consequent	
to the long history of this period which lasted 
for	 about	 three	 centuries	 from	 CE	 1250	 to	
1517.	 However,	 the	 term	 “Ottoman”	 raises	
an important problem when combined with 
Egypt.	 This	 problem	 lies	 in	 understanding	
the	artistic	and	political	history.	The	Egyptian	
political subordination to the Ottoman 
Empire, which started with the defeat of the 
Mamluks	 and	when	 Selim	 I	 came	 to	Cairo,	
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does	not	mean	resigning	Mamluk	culture	and	
adopting Ottoman values and artistic methods 
overnight.

This	 chapter	 reviews	 the	 journey	 of	 this	
art, Arabic calligraphy, before the era of 
Muhammed	Ali,	beginning	from	the	Ottoman	
conquest	of	Egypt,	which	represents	the	first	
historical background on his reign, especially 
that many of the existing regimes during the 
period of Ottoman domination over Egypt 
continued	 until	 the	 reign	 of	 Muhammed	
Ali;	 including	 administrative,	 educational,	
and cultural regimes. It also reviews how 
the	 Ottoman	 conquest	 affected	 Egyptian	
crafts, the role of the Ottomans in the Arabic 
calligraphy development, and styles and 
forms of Arabic calligraphy in Egypt under 
the	Ottoman	rule.	Then	it	handles	some	issues;	
such as the role of the Ottomans in Arabic 
calligraphy, the Arabic calligraphy school in 
Egypt under the Ottoman rule through Arabic 
calligraphy education, calligraphy diploma 
(Egaza),	writing	tools	and	techniques,	and	an	
attempt to observe the output of the Egyptian 
linear school during the Ottoman period. 
In addition, the chapter also reviews the 
impact	 of	 the	 French	 Expedition	 on	 Arabic	
calligraphy in Egypt. 

The	 second	chapter,	 entitled	“The	Pasha	
and Arabic Calligraphy”, was an attempt 
to observe the important elements of 
Muhammed	Ali’s	effect	on	Arabic	calligraphy	
by attracting a large group of calligraphers. 
Arabic calligraphy was positively affected 
by	 the	 reforms	 made	 by	 Muhammed	 Ali;	
Muhammed	 Ali’s	 ascent	 to	 the	 throne	 was	
the beginning of a distinctive stage in the 
field	 of	 Arabic	 calligraphy,	 as	 Muhammed	
Ali and his successors took great interest in   

calligraphy.	This	can	be	seen	in	the	hiring	of	
eminent	Turkish	calligraphers	such	as	Miraz	
Sengelakh	al-Khorasani,	Abdel-Ghafar	Bieda	
Khaori,	 Hasan	Wafa’y	 and	 other	 important	
calligraphers.	 Muhammed	 Ali	 involved	 all	
of them in writing on buildings which he had 
built, and his successors followed this trend.

This	 chapter	 traces	 the	 influence	 of	
education on Arabic calligraphy, the form of 
architecture	 in	 the	 reign	of	Muhammad	Ali,	
and the institutions that looked after Arabic 
calligraphy during his reign such as Dar al-
Kiswa	 al-Sharifa	 in	 Khoronfesh,	 and	 the	
Bulaq	press.	The	chapter	concludes	with	the	
impact	of	the	Turkish	and	Persian	languages	
upon the Arabic language and the effect of 
Turkish	architecture	upon	Arabic	calligraphy.	
Muhammad	 Ali	 meant	 for	 the	 architecture	
to be a witness of his age and a political 
message indicating that a new era had began 
in	Egypt.	The	vision	of	Muhammad	Ali	was	
to use architectural traditions during his reign 
contrary	 to	 Mamluk	 or	 Egyptian	 Ottoman	
architectural traditions, and to be different 
from	the	traditions	of	the	Mamluk	era.	When	
Muhammad	 Ali	 wanted	 to	 build	 his	 sabil	
(water	 fountain)	 in	 al-Ea’adien,	 he	 adopted	
the	Turkish	style	and	he	did	not	build	a	kuttab	
(quran	 school)	 over	 it.	 However,	 he	 built	 a	
dome covered with lead like several buildings 
in the capital of ottoman empire, and for more 
declaration of this idea, the interior of the 
dome was decorated with portraits depicting 
imaginary	Turkish	scenes	that	do	not	resemble	
the horizon of Cairo.

The	third	chapter,	entitled	“The	Dynasty	
of	 Muhammad	 Ali	 and	 Arabic	 Calligraphy	
(Arabic	 Calligraphy	 between	 Relegation	
and Revival)”, illustrates that from the 
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reign	 of	 Khedive	 Ismail	 till	 the	 end	 of	 the	
reign	 of	 Khedive	 Abbas	 Helmi	 II,	 two	
simultaneous trends significantly affected 
Arabic	 calligraphy.	 The	 first	 trend	 was	
adopted	during	the	reign	of	Khedive	Ismail	as	
he dreamt of westernizing Egypt to become 
more like European countries, and more 
towards western orientation .

The	 westernization	 and	 renaissance	
inferred within this period, extended from the 
beginning of Ismail’s rule to the end of Abbas 
Helmi	II’s	 rule.	Arabic	calligraphy,	and	any	
science or art cannot be criticized without 
extensive understanding of the history 
and	 its	 circumstances.	 The	 movement	 of	
architectural	 construction;	 either	 Turkish	 in	
Muhammad	Ali’s	reign	or	western	in	Ismail’s	
reign, were done based upon a particular 
vision of the ruler.  In addition to the historical 
circumstances	and	sequence	of	events,	 there	
are factors that affected all aspects of life 
including	 arts	 and	 culture.	 Moreover,	 the	
understanding of Arabic calligraphy is not 
seen only in the development of the Arabic 
language, the construction movement, 
the archaeological awareness processes, 
or even the artistic output of portraits and 
manuscripts in the same era, but with all the 
former elements in order to produce a real 
image	of	all	arts;	of	which	Arabic	calligraphy	
is a section. If the term “relegation” is the 
opposite of revival or conservation that we 
really mean, this contrast we see in all aspects 
and images of this period, many times is with, 
and many times is against. 

This	chapter	also	highlights	a	number	of	
mosques,	sabils,	cemeteries,	royal	palaces,	in	
addition to the museums that were introduced 
in	this	era.	Moreover,	the	chapter	combines	a	

review to the autobiographies of well-known 
foreign calligraphers such as Abdullah Zuhdi, 
Abdel-Karim	 Fayek	 Mawlawi,	 Mohamed	
Amin Zuhdi, and Ibrahim al-Bughdadi. It 
includes	 famous	 Egyptian	 calligraphers;	
such	 as	 Mohamed	 Mo’anis	 Zadeh,	 Hasan	
Saray	 Affendi,	 Sheikh	 Mustafa	 Saleh	 al-
Ghour,	Mohamed	Ja’afar,	Mustafa	al-Hareri,	
Mohamed	 Ibrahim	 Affendi,	 Mohamed	 al-
Gamel,	Mohamed	Mahfouz;	the	first	inventor	
of	 Taag	 calligraphy,	 Mohamed	 Gharib	 al-
Gharbi,	 al-Sheikh	Ali	 al-Badawi,	Mohamed	
Radwan	 Ali,	 al-Sheikh	 Mohamed	 Abdel-
Rahman,	and	Mohamed	Mourtada	Mohamed	
Khalil.	 The	 third	 chapter	 concludes	 with	 a	
review of autobiographies of the four major 
calligraphers during this period, which is a 
landmark that cannot be ignored in the history 
of	Arabic	 calligraphy.	The	 first	 calligrapher	
is	Youssef	Ahmed	who	 represents	 the	 trend	
of	revival	in	this	period.	He	is	considered	the	
renovator	of	Kufic	script	in	the	modern	age.	
Also, this innovation trend is symbolized with 
the	works	of	Mustafa	Bek	Ghazalan	who	was	
talented in other different scripts, especially 
the	Diwany	script.	He	is	also	famous	for	the	
great aesthetic development that he generated 
in the Diwany script, so he paid special 
attention to its development and the upgrading 
of	its	aesthetics.		Mustafa	gave	to	the	Diwany	
script more beauty, elegance and harmony so 
that the style was named after him al-diwany 
al-ghazaly. Also, he derived from the Diwany 
script	 another	 style	 of	 structures	 entitled;	
al-diwany	 al-rehany.	 This	 innovator	 did	 not	
stop at this point, but his style outspread and 
became the Egyptian style in writing the 
Diwany	 script.	 Then	we	mention	Mohamed	
Hosny	and	Said	Ibrahim	who	are	among	the	
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best creators who added a lot to the art of 
Arabic	calligraphy.	They	represent	the	stage	
of connection and communication, they lived 
a long life which helped to disseminate this 
art thanks to their efforts.

The	 fourth	 chapter	 is	 entitled	“The	Role	
of	King	Fouad	in	the	Renaissance	of	Arabic	
Calligraphy”.	 This	 period	 -King	 Fouad’s	
rule- symbolized the last manifestation of 
attracting	 calligraphers.	 Moreover,	 Egypt	
become the center of attraction to many 
eminent calligraphers. Perhaps the most 
important calligrapher during this period was 
Sheikh	Mohamed	Abdel-Aziz	al-Refaie,	who	
was	 summoned	by	King	 	Fouad	 	 to	write	 a	
copy	of	the	Quran	and	gild	it.	The	King	also	
ordered him to build a school for improving 
the	 royal	 scripts.	 The	 chapter	 also	 includes	
the	 role	 of	 calligrapher	 Najib	 al-Hawawiny	
Bek;	“the	calligrapher	of	Kings”,	in	founding	
the International Calligraphers Association 
which was established upon royal order. Al-
Refaie stayed twelve years in Egypt, from 
1921	to	1933,	not	only	because	of	the	King’s	
desire, but also the royal palace which was 
a place of attraction for the elite calligrapher 
to	 work	 within.	 The	 letter	 of	 calligrapher	
Hamed	 al-Amady	 to	 the	 Egyptian	 Consul	
in	Turkey,	dated	11	August	1928,	seeking	a	
job is evidence to the high status of Arabic 
calligraphy	in	Egypt.	The	following	group	is	
the group the members forms of which formed 
the style of the Arabic calligraphy in Egypt. 
This	chapter	traces	punctuation	marks	in	the	
Arabic language and the attempt to adjust it 
and establish its rules, and the establishment 
of the school for improving royal scripts from 
which graduated many Egyptians and other 
students from other Arabian and Islamic 

countries, in addition to some of those 
holding a diploma for teaching from Dar el-
Aloum.	 The	 “School	 for	 Improving	 Royal	
Scripts”	 issued	 a	 journal	 bearing	 the	 same	
name,	 but	 only	 two	 issues	 were	 published;	
the	 first	 in	 1943.	 The	 journal	 is	 considered	
one of the genuine resources in the history of 
Arabic calligraphy. It also holds many views 
and valuable information about calligraphers, 
types		of	scripts,	and	the	history	of	the	School.

During	 the	 reign	 of	 King	 Fouad,	 the	
compound for Arabic language and improving 
Arabic writing introduced the idea of the 
“Taag”	 script	which	King	Fouad	ordered	 to	
be used in governmental institutions, ending 
with	 the	 last	 writing	 emblem;	 the	 royal	
monogram	 of	 King	 Fouad’s	 family	 and	 his	
successor	King	Farouk.

The	 fifth	 and	 last	 chapter	 is	 on	 “Arabic	
Calligraphy in Alexandria”, and the role of 
the	Alexandrian	 artist	Mohamed	 Ibrahim	 in	
the flourishing of Arabic calligraphy in the 
city through the school which he founded 
and his students who spread the art of Arabic 
calligraphy	 after	 him.	 The	 encyclopedia	 of	
“Diwan of Arabic Calligraphy in Egypt” 
included	 three	 annexes;	 the	 first	 on	 old	
street	 signs	 in	 Cairo,	 Alexandria,	 Tanta	
and	 Damanhour;	 the	 second	 comprising	
calligraphers’ signatures throughout this 
period, while the third included the text of the 
decree	 issued	 by	 the	Minister	 of	 Education	
at that time to generalize the usage of the 
“Taag”	script.

Among  the organizations which helped 
in the collection of information and data 
related to the Diwan of Arabic Calligraphy 
were	the	Supreme	Council	of	Antiquities,	the	
Egyptian Association of Arabic Calligraphy, 
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and some of the families of eminent Egyptian 
calligraphers.	 They	 played	 the	 role	 of	
auditor and judge of this massive scientific 
publication.	 The	 book	 includes	 550	 big-
sized	pages,	and	comprised	more	than	1,000	
photos of the rarest photos relating to Arabic 
calligraphy and calligraphers.


