Nabataean to Arabic: Calligraphy and
script development among the pre-Islamic Arabs

by John . Healey

INTRODUCTION

This paper is divided into two parts. The first is
concerned with the Syriac and Nabataean traditions of
calligraphy. Most of the Syriac examples referred to
and all of the Nabataean ones are from the pre-Islamic
period and in the context of the theme of “The Role of
the Book in the Civilizations of the Near East’ the
purpose is to provide a wider contextual background
for the study of the Islamic manuscript tradition and
to show that calligraphy was well established in the
Middle East before the Islamic period. The second part is
specifically concerned with the emergence of the Arabic
script and develops further some of the published
remarks of other scholars. The connection between the
two topics is closer than might at first appear.

I. BACKGROUND

To begin at the end. note should be made first of the
profound influence of Islamic manuscript decoration
on the latest and finest of the illustrated Syriac manu-
scripts. British Library Add MS 7170. a Gospel lec-
tionary produced in the early 13th century A.D. at
Deir Mar Mattai near Mosul. is a prime example!. In
this and other manuscripts of the period, the influence
of contemporary Muslim schools of decoration in Iraq
1s widely acknowledged?. Of slightly later date is a
decorated introductory page from a MS originally in
Qaraqo$, now in Mosul, where even those untrained in
Islamic art can see a remarkable Islamic influence?.
Still in this late period, it may be noted that these same
influences are found in architectural decoration, inclu-
ding calligraphic decoration, such as the decoration of
the interior of Deir Mar Behnam. also near Mosul.
There are Christian and Muslim monuments of this
region at this time, 12th-13th centuries A.D.. which
may have been executed by the same artisans. Thus we
may note the similarity of Deir Mar Behnam decora-
tion to that of the Imam ‘Awn al-Din mausoleum in
Mosul dated 1248 A.D.

Outstanding examples of Islamic influence of this
type are, however, limited so far as Syriac manuscripts
are concerned to the sphere of illustrations, since fine
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Syriac calligraphy. without accompanying illumi-
nations. was already well established long before the
[slamic period. The earliest dated Syriac manuscript,
British Library Add MS 12150 (see Plate I) of 411
A.D. which was produced at Edessa. already bears
witness to a well-developed calligraphic tradition, with
decorativeness a prime concern*. We are fortunate in
having a whole series of such manuscripts. approxi-
mately or precisely dated. including BL Add 1445]
(450-470 A.D.). 14425 (463-4 A.D. — the earliest
dated biblical MS. produced at Amida. the later Divar-
bakir). 14542 (509 A.D.) and 14478 (621-622 A.D..
perhaps from Nisibis. modern Nusavbin). All of these
manuscripts use the familiar esrrangela script. The
earliest dated manuscripts in the serrd script. which
bears more resemblance to Arabic. though both estran-
gela and sertda are systematically ligatured. come from
a later date, the eighth century A.D. BL Add 14548
(see Plate II), dated 790 A.D.. provides a good ex-
ample. Again even the untrained eye can see remark-
able points of contact with the Arabic script. perhaps
most obviously the ‘@/ap in the form of a simple
vertical line. The estrangela ‘dlap is much more compli-
cated and not at all like the Arabic form. To this I shall
return.

We should, perhaps, state the obvious. that in general
terms 1t is likely that Syriac calligraphy had some
influence on Arabic calligraphy. given that extensive
examples of Syriac calligraphy were circulating in all
the main centres of culture in the Middle East during
the period of the development of Arabic calligraphic
art, just as it is certain that the Syriac tradition was
profoundly influenced by Arabic calligraphy and espe-
cially manuscript decoration. However. this a separate
question from that of the origin of the Arabic script.
Attention will be directed to this question shortly. but
it may be as well to note also another possible
influence on the Arabic script (though it is unlikely to
be at its origin). This is the distinctive Christian Pales-
tinian Aramaic script, recently renamed ‘Melkite
‘Byzantine’ S,

This exhausts the relevant material on manuscript,
but there is also another source for early calligraphy in
the stone-carved scripts. Of these Palmyrene and
Nabataean are well known. Palmyrene has a strong
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Plate I. BL Add MS 12150, f. 154r. Written in Edessa in 411 A.D., this is the earliest dated Syriac literary
manuscript. The script is a fine and mature estrangela showing clear calligraphic intent. (This plate shows
part of a work of Titus of Bosra). Slightly reduced.
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Plate II. BL Add MS 14548, f. 40r. Dated 790 A.D., this is one of the earliest dated Syriac
manuscripts in sertd script. (This plate shows part of a work of Gregory of Nazianzen).

decorative aspect in its lapidary script, but this script 1s
essentially non-ligatured and even in its rarely attested
cursive form it is quite remote from the Arabic script.

Turning to Nabataean, with which the rest of this
paper will be principally concerned, we again unfor-
tunately lack extensive MSS, though stone calligraphy
plays a prominent role. As has been noted by

J. Starcky®, it is evident that the highly developed
ligatures and curvatures of the stone-carved Naba-
taean script reflect a mature tradition of writing on
papyrus’, unfortunately rarely preserved. There are,
however, a few papyri, and more unpublished, of a
practical nature in Nabataean. The best known is the
Nabataean contract of 90-100 A.D. (the date is not
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entirely certain) from the Dead Sea published by J.
Starcky®. Enough survives to make this one of the
most important pieces of evidence in the study of the
history of the Nabataean script. Another important
piece of evidence is a Greek document from the same
area which is dated 125 A.D. and bears a brief Naba-
tacan note®. There are also several dipinti from a
temple at Ramm in southern Jordan, one of which is
dated 147 A.D.'° These represent a Nabataean cur-
sive style of writing which contrasts sharply with the
more familiar formal Nabataean texts, of which there
are a few examples from Petra (see Figs. | and 2) and
many examples especially from Mada'in Silih, the
Nabataean outpost in the Hijaz. These are all dated to
the Ist century A.D. and show a decorative, calligra-
phic tendency, though not all are successful in pro-
ducing “beautiful writing’. The letter ‘@lap provides an
example, with its elaborate, three-stroke, decorative X-
form. There is also a large corpus of Nabataean
graffiti and minor inscriptions. many of which are
dated. like the Raqis inscription of Mada'in Salih,
dated 267/8 A.D. (which is. in fact, the earliest dated
Arabic text)!!. Better known to Arabists is the some-
what later Namara inscription. also in Arabic. though
the script 1s Nabataean. The latest dated Nabataean
inscription is of 355/6 A.D. Note may be made of the
use of diacritics in the latter and in the Raqii text (see
below).

II. ORIGINS OF THE ARABIC SCRIPT

The development of the Nabataean script in the 2nd.
3rd and 4th centuries A.D. is usually seen as a progres-
sion from forms derived from earlier Aramaic towards
forms out of which the early (western cursive!?) Ara-
bic script developed !, though we should note the view
of J. Starcky !4, based partly on the observation that
the Nabataean script. unlike the Syriac and Arabic
scripts, is essentially suspended from an upper line.
that the origin of the Arabic script is to be sought in a
Lahmid form of the Syriac script. This view has met
with little support's. The Nabataean origin of the
Arabic script is now almost universally accepted.
However, while there is some truth in the simple idea
of a straight line of development from the Ist century
A.D. Nabataean formal to the early Arabic — some of
the cursive features occur even in these early inscrip-
tions —, the whole truth is more complicated.

A reliable picture of the development of the script
can only be based on clearly dated texts and we are
fortunate in having over twenty such dated texts of the
period between the Roman annexation of the Naba-
taean state (105/6 A.D.) and the emergence of the
Arabic script. These enable us to see the forms deve-
loping (see Table I and Key)'®. These inscriptions are
stone-carved, mostly fairly informal graffiti, though

some, like the Rawwafa bilingual, are formal. A first
glance appears to confirm the simple version of the
development: the later texts show more cursive forms
which approximate to the Arabic forms. However,
there remains the difficulty, which has generally been
ignored, that texts like the Namara inscription, which
is in Arabic. and the latest Nabataean graffiti still have
a script-form which is quite far removed from Arabic.
Also there are still chronological and geographical
gaps in the tentative picture which can be presented.
These difficulties cannot be finally removed until more
evidence of papyri of the 2nd to 6th centuries A.D. is
available. But meanwhile the likely solution to the
problem of the apparent gap between the Namira and
late Nabataean scripts on the one hand and the earliest
(western cursive) Arabic on the other can be seen in the
fact that the more cursive forms close to early Arabic
already existed in the 1st and early 2nd centuries A.D.
They are found in the Nabataean papyri and dipinti
referred to earlier and presumably continued in use
(sce Table Il and Key). In the light of these forms the
later graffiti are seen in a new context. It seems. in fact.
that the stone-carved texts represent a much more
conservative tradition. a continuation of the monu-
mental tradition found on the Ist century A.D. tombs.
while on papyrus there was developing a cursive script
which led directly into the formation of the early
Arabic script. Gradually the cursive influenced the
stone-carved inscriptions more and more. But it is not
the Nabataean graffiti that led to the Arabic script:
that came rather from the Nabataean cursive. which
has largely perished with the perishable material on
which it was written.

In this context comment may be made on the
following letter forms (see Table 111):

(1) The vertical stroke ‘alap, alif does not appear in
the graffiti, etc.. but already existed in the early cursive
— 1t 1s thus not an obstacle to the derivation of the
Arabic script from cursive Nabataean.

(11) The distinctive form of final /e ha’ as o¢is found
in the stone inscriptions and gaffiti dated 211/2. 305+
and 328/9 A.D. It is not. however, a late develop-
ment. It existed in the early cursive.

(i) waw/waw can be seen to move steadily in the
graffiti from 4 to ¥. but Yis already established in the
early cursive.

(iv) rét/1a’ is found as @ in the early cursive, but
this form is only approximately represented in the few
graffiti in which the letter occurs (from 218/9 A.D.
and 265/6 A.D.).

(v) yod/ya’ was given a cursive form from an early
date.

(vi) mim begings to appear in the graffiti as a circle.,
<, (from 225/6, 265/6 and 305/6 A.D.), but this
form is already established in the early cursive.

(vil) é/'ayn was given a cursive form at an early
date and is already hooked as / by the later first
century A.D.



JOHN F. HEALEY. NABATAEAN TO ARABIC

(viil) We may note that the closure of the top loop of
péifa’ seems relatively late. though the closed loop is
found in earlier texts, for example in a recently
published formal inscription from Egypt of 37/36
B.C.17

(ix) §tn gradually loses its tail (for example in in-
scriptions of 305/7 A.D.), but is already found as ¥
_ in the early cursive.

(x) The form of raw/ta’ as j, which 1s one step
towards the Arabic form, is found clearly in a graffito
of 3067 A.D., but already existed in the early cur-
sive.

Some texts of late date are fairly formal and there
are texts dated earlier in which forms more akin to
Arabic forms are already in evidence. The Raqu$
inscription, for example (Table I. col. 19), was pro-
bably meant to be formal and so avoids the cursive
stvle.

DIACRITICS

The earliest Nabataean cursive is hard to read
because of an assimilatory tendency'®. d and r are
hard to distinguish even in the formal script. Ligatured
combinations create further confusions (e.g.. /4 and
dnh). In Arabic script this led to a full system of
diacritics, but the use of diacritics. clear at least on d in
the Raqus text and in the latest dated Nabataean text.
referred to above (Table 1. col.24). is worthy of note. It
may be found once in an earlier text!”. though as
interpreted by Jaussen and Savignac it is used there
inconsistently2°. The diacritic on  is not tound in the
papyri, etc. Overall there is considerable variability in
the early stages of the use of diacritics.

Diactritics begin to appear in the Palmyrene-Syriac-
North Mesopotamian tradition at an early date. The
Garni inscription from Soviet Armenia, dated to the
early 2nd century A.D. has the diacritic on r?'. The
earliest clear Palmyrene instance is dated to 160
A.D.?2. The system used was quite different from that
in Nabataean: ultimately the point above r distin-
guished it from d, which had a corresponding point
below. This is the usage reflected in the first Syriac
manuscripts, as in the manuscript of 411 A.D. (Plate
[) referred to earlier. How far it goes back in Syriac is
uncertain. Though A.C. Klugkist?? finds it under ¢ in
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the Serrin inscription of 73 A.D.. this is not confirmed
by examination of the copies. etc.?*. According to J.B.
Segal??, diacritics do not appear in Syriac until later,
They are. however found in the Syriac incantation
bowls, which are of uncertain date, possibly as early as
the 4th century A.D. 25

Diacritics appear in the earliest examples of Arabic
script on papyrus, for example in two papyri dated 643
A.D.27. As in Nabataean script there was some initial
uncertainty in usage. Arabic sources acknowledge the
influence of Syriac in this, as N. Abbott notes without
apparently being aware of Nabataean diacritics.
A F L. Beeston?® similarly. while adhering to the view
that the Arabic script followed on directly from the
Namara script. discounts a Nabataean origin of the
diacritics on the ground that diacritics do not exist in
Nabataean (and Palmyrene). In fact such diacritics do
occur and we may suspect that the concept of diacritics
came to the Arabs with the Nabataean script. even if
the later orderly usage of them developed under Syriac
influence (in the 8th century A.D.).

CONCLUSIONS

From these considerations come the following con-
clusions which should form part of the discussion of the
early Arabic script and the calligraphic tradition:

a) There was a strong tradition of calligraphy before
it was taken up and developed under Islam.

b) While much of our Nabataean material is lapi-
dary. there 1s suificient evidence to make 1t clear that
there was from the Ist century A.D. onwards a cursive
script used on perishable materials which was very
close to the later Arabic script and proves conclusively
the Nabataean origins of the Arabic script.

c) In the centuries before Islam Nabataean graffiti
show the influence of the cursive script but are fre-
quently more heavily influenced by the formal. lapi-
dary style. Hence even late inscriptions on stone retain
early. non-cursive forms.

d) Diacritics began to be used for Nabataean at an
early date and their use spread widely. The earliest
dated Arabic text. using the Nabataean script, already
makes use of diacritics, though systematisation of
diacritics may owe much to Syriac influence.
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Table I. Nabataean Texts Dated after the Roman Annexa-
tion: chart showing letter-forms (x beside a letter indicates
a final form)

Key:

1. Avedat; A. Negev IEJ 13 (1963) pp. 117-119, No. 11,
pl. 17B.

2. Madeba; J.T. Milik, Syria 35 (1958) p.244. fig.
xixb (letter-forms from Milik’s reconstruction).

3. Hawran; E. Littmann, Semitic Inscriptions. A. Naba-
taean Inscriptions from the Southern Haurdn (Publications of
the Princeton University Archaeological Expeditions to
Syria in 1904-5 and 1909, Division 1V). 1914, pp. 24-27. No.
27, fig., pl.

4. Mada’in Salih; JS I No. 159, pl. xxviii.

5. Avedat; A. Negev, IEJ 13 (1963) pp. 119-120, No. 12,
pl. 18B.

6. Bosra; R. Savignac, F.M. Abel, RB 2 (1905) pp. 592-
596, pl.. with better readings of RES 676 (not all letters
clear).

7. Sinai: CIS 11 (i) No. 1325, pl. xcii.

8. Rawwafa; F. Altheim, R. Stiehl, Die Araber in der alten
Welt V/2, 1969, pls. 2-5 (in conjunction with J.T. Milik,
Bulletin of the University of London Institute of Archaeology
10 (1971) pp. 54-6, pls. 26-30).

9. Sinai; CIS 11 (i) No. 964, pl. Ixxv, with J. Euting,
Sinaitische Inschriften, 1891, No. 463, pl. 26.

10. Avedat; A. Jaussen, R. Savignac, H. Vincent, RB 2

5

Z.

pl.

(1905) pp. 238-241. No. 2. fig.

11. Sinai: CIS I (1) No. 963, pl. Ixxv (date uncertain, cf.
RES 128: C. Clermont-Ganneau. Recueil d'archéologie
orientale TV, 1901, pp.184-186. A. Negev. [FJ 17 (1967)
pp. 252-253).

12. Sinai; CIS 11 (11) No. 2666, pl. xxxviii (in conjunction
with A. Negev, [EJ 27 (1977) pp.222-3, pl. 31E) (Negev has
a later date in /EJ 17 (1967) p. 253).

13. Sinai; A. Negev. /EJ 31 (1981) p. 69, No. 9, pl. 10A.

14. al-Jawf; J.T. Milik. I. Starcky, in F.V. Winnett. W.L.
Reed, Ancient Records from North Arabia, 1970, pp. 145-
146, No. 17, pl. 26.

15. Sinai; CIS II (11) No. 1491, pl. 1.

16. Egypt: E. Littmann, BSOAS 15 (1953) p. 16, No. 46a,
and pl. v (note confusion with No. 24a — see Littmann,
BSOAS 16 (1954) p.245.)

17. Sinai: A. Negev, IEJ 17 (1967) pp. 250-251, fig. 1, pl.
48A.

18. Sinai: A. Negev, IEJ 17 (1967) pp.251-252, fig. 3, pl.
48B.

19. Mada’in Salih; JS T No. 17 — New copy, but cf. JSI,
pls. ix and xxv.

20. Umm al-Jimal; CIS 11 (i) No. 192, pl. xxv and E.
Littmann, Florilegium Melchior de Vogiié, 1909, p. 386,
fig. 6 (date inferred).

21. al-"Ula; CIS 11 (1) No. 333, pls. xliv, xxxix (date
unclear, cf. J. Euting, Nabatdische Inschriften aus Arabien,
1885, pp. 71-72, No. 30).
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22. al-"Ula; JS 11 No. 386, pls. Ixxi, cxxi.

23. an-Namadra; R. Dussaud, F. Macler, Rapport sur une
mission scientifique dans les régions désertiques de la Syrie
moyenne. 1902, pp. 716-724. with facsimiles.

24. Mada’in Salih: F. Altheim, R. Stiehl, Die Araber in der
alten Welt Vi1, 1968, pl. 54 (top).

Note also:

(i) a text dated 145/6 mentioned by J. Euting, Sinaitische
Inschriften. 1891, pp. xii. 32. referring to G.F. Grey, Trans-
actions of the Roval Society of Literature 2 (1832) pp. 147f.,
No. 83, 2.

(i1) a text dated 226 referred to by J. Starcky. Dictionnaire
de la Bible. Supplément 7, 1966, col. 936.

Table II. Script chart showing early monumental and
cursive forms of Nabataean letters.

Key:

A. Mada’in Salih: tomb inscription; JS T No. | — new
copy.

B. Mada'in Salih: tomb inscription: JS 1 No. 34 — new
copy.

C. Nahal Hever: contract: J. Starcky. RB 61 (1954)
pp. 161-81. pls. 1-ii1.

D (1). Nahal Hever: Nabataean note on Greek document:
H.J. Polotsky, £7 8 (1967) pl. 10 (transliteration p. 48).

D (2). Forms in texts related to D (1) and derived from J.
Naveh, 7EJ 29 (1979) p. 115, fig. 1. col. 7 (¢f. BASOR 198
(1970) p. 35. fig.)

E (1). Ramm: dated dipinto: R. Savignac. G. Horsfield,
RB 44 (1935) pp. 265f1.. pl. x.

E (2). Forms in undated texts closely related to E (1)
Savignac. Horsfield. loc. cit.

Table III. Selected Forms Discussed in the Text, showing
both early and late “Arabic’-type forms.
Letters and numbers refer to columns of Tables I and II.

NOTES

! See illustrations in J. Leroy. Les manuscripts syriaques d
peintures. 1964, Album. pls. 70-99.

2 J. Leroy, op. cit.. pp.300-301, 302-313: The Christian
Orient (British Library Exhibition Catalogue). 1978, pp. 29-
30.

3 Leroy, op. cit.. p. 112, pL. 16, 1.

4 The author warmly thanks Yasin H. Safadi of the
British Library for help with the supply of photographs and
for permission to reproduce Plates I and II.

The earliest dated Syriac administrative document is non-
calligraphic and falls outside the area of our immediate
conern. It is the Syriac bill of sale from Dura Europos: C.C.
Torrey, Zeitschrift fiir Semitistik und verwandte Gebiete 10
(1935) pp.33-45 (cf. C. Brockelmann, ibid.. p.163); C. B.
Welles, R.O. Fink, I.F. Gillian, The Parchments and Papyri
(The Excavations at Dura-Europos. Final Report V, Part I),
1959, pp. 142-149, pls. LXIX, LXXI.: J. A. Goldstein, JNES
25 (1966) pp. 1-16.

5 A. Desreumaux, ‘La naissance d'une nouvelle écriture
araméenne a I'époque byzantine’, Semitica 37 (1987) pp. 95-
107 (a paper delivered at the Bilad esh-Sham conference held
in Amman, 1987): for dated examples of this script see
W.H.P. Hatch., 4n Album of Dated Syriac Manuscripts,
1946, pls. cxcviii-cc.

® Dictionnaire de la Bible, Supplément 7. 1966, col. 931.

7 On the earlier cursive see J. Naveh, [EJ 29 (1979)
pp. L11-112, 115, fig. 1.

8 RB 61 (1954) pp.161-181; on dating see Starcky.
Dictionnaire de la Bible, Supplément 7. 1966, col. 918.

° H.J. Polotsky, EI 8 (1967) pp.46-49.pl. 10.

10 R. Savignac, G. Horsfield, RB 44 (1935) pp. 265-268.
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