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Introduction


You’re holding this book because you want to learn how to write the Arabic alphabet — and there are so many good reasons to learn this valuable skill! As I’ll explain in more depth later, the Arabic alphabet is not just the script used to write the fifth-most spoken language in the world, Arabic, but it is also used to write several other languages, such as Farsi (Persian) and Kurdish, to name just a couple.

Your biggest challenge, and one that this book will help you overcome, is that the various letters of the Arabic alphabet have different shapes, depending on where they fall in a word. This adds not only to the beauty and variety of the writing system but also to the complexity you must master.

Like everything in life, practice makes perfect. This book will give you abundant opportunities to learn and practice writing the characters of the Arabic alphabet until you are comfortable and satisfied with your newfound skills!



About This Book

In this book you will learn the 28 characters of the Arabic alphabet, as well as a handful of additional symbols used to indicate things like the short vowels and doubled letters. The 28 characters include 27 consonants, which means that Arabic has a number of consonants that English simply does not possess. No worries, the sounds behind these new consonants will be explained to you.

You will discover that each of the 28 characters takes on a slightly different shape, depending on where exactly in the word the character appears — at the beginning, middle, or end. You will also become an expert in how the letters may or may not connect to one another.



Foolish Assumptions

This book is intended for someone who has absolutely no prior contact with the Arabic alphabet or language. That said, it will still be a valuable resource for people with some previous experience who want to brush up on their skills. Nevertheless, as I write this book, the audience I have in mind is starting from scratch.



Icons Used in This Book

The following icons appear periodically in the book to highlight important points to help you succeed in your mission of mastering the characters of the Arabic alphabet.

[image: Remember] This icon will point out particularly important information to commit to memory.

[image: Tip] Be on the lookout for this icon to get helpful pointers on how to form the characters with the greatest ease and efficiency.

[image: Warning] This icon will flag some of the most common mistakes that people tend to make.



Where to Go from Here

My recommendation to you is that you carefully read the information in Chapter 1 so that you understand very well the concepts of the independent, initial, medial, and final letters of the Arabic alphabet, as well as the issue of the one- and two-directional connectors. As soon as you have studied the first three letters, you will have the opportunity to practice writing entire words. A mastery of the different forms and how you join them will be crucial to making the most out of that practice.

As I have said, practice makes perfect. I supply you with space to practice the letters, but you should fill entire notebooks with additional practice on everything you discover here.

Now, if you are ready to accept your mission, turn the page and begin your journey into the fulfilling world of writing the Arabic alphabet!





Chapter 1

Wrapping Your Mind around the Characters of the Arabic Alphabet


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Grasping the complexity of written Arabic

[image: Bullet] Understanding the difference between one- and two-directional connecting letters

[image: Bullet] Developing strategies to help you learn to write in Arabic



A frequent reaction when seeing Arabic writing is to note how simply beautiful it is. It is composed of flourishing shapes, joined delicately to one another. Unfortunately, as with all worthy things, it is not easy to learn how to form and connect these letters. In this book, however, I make it as painless for you as possible. When you have worked your way through this book, you will be writing the beautiful Arabic alphabet like a pro.

I walk you step by step through the different characters and give you my personal advice on how to cherish and succeed in this learning experience.



A Brief History of the Arabic Language and Its Alphabet

Arabic is a member of the Semitic language family, which includes Hebrew, Aramaic, and Amharic, which are still spoken today, as well as a number of ancient languages, such as Moabite and Phoenician. Semitic languages are characterized by the use of triliteral roots (words with the same three consonants with variations on the root meaning). So, for example, the word kataba means “to write,” kitaab means “book,” kaatib means “writer,” and maktaba means “library.”

The Arabic alphabet as we know it today evolved from the Nabataean alphabet, which was in use in the northwest corner of Arabia during the early centuries of the Common Era (CE). The Arabic language and alphabet gained significant importance through the legacy of the Prophet Muhammad (circa 570 CE to 632 CE). As Islam spread from the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh and eighth centuries CE, the language and writing system used for the Qur’an replaced others throughout the Middle East and North Africa.

In the centuries following the spread of Islam, Arabic evolved into a number of local dialects. As a general rule, these dialects are mutually intelligible to their neighbors, but not much farther. In other words, a native speaker of Egyptian Arabic can get by with a Libyan, a Libyan can get by with an Algerian, but an Egyptian cannot follow very colloquial Algerian with ease. The good news is they don’t need to understand each other’s dialects. Owing to the importance of the Qur’an in Islamic culture, the classical form of the language remains a lingua franca throughout the Arab world. Known as Fusha or Modern Standard Arabic, this formal register of speech is used for news broadcasts and official documents and serves as the mode of speech when Arabic speakers from different regions want to communicate apart from their respective dialects.

[image: Remember] While each country or region in the Arab world speaks a dialect with its own particular traits, Modern Standard Arabic, understood by all educated Arabs, is the language of mass media and provides a neutral register of speech that unifies the region.



What? No Vowels?

Originally Arabic was written with no short vowels. You might think it impossible for a language to function without them, but take a look at the following:

Tmrrw th wthr shld b bttr thn tdy.

You probably read that with little hesitation as “Tomorrow the weather should be better than today.” Because of the context, the fact that the word thn could represent both “than” and “then” did not confuse you.

Newspapers and online news in Arabic do not use any short vowels. Native speakers have no problem reading without them, even though there are many situations like the word thn demonstrated here. Context makes the correct reading clear. Nevertheless, a system of short vowel symbols was developed in order to make some texts, in particular the Qur’an, readable for people who were not to mention all the other issues that short vowels clear up, such as passive vs. active voice! A full description of these symbols is included in this book as well.



Connecting the Different Forms of the Letters

One thing that makes the Arabic script difficult is that the various letters may or may not connect to other letters both before and after themselves. Don’t worry, this is not guesswork. There are firm rules you will learn that govern how you connect the letters. This book will also give you abundant practice in writing and connecting them correctly.

Arabic letters that can be connected only to letters on their own right side are called one-directional connectors. There are other letters that can connect to letters on both their right and their left sides. These are called, predictably enough, two-directional connectors. The shape and appearance of the letters can be different, depending on where you use them in a word. Two-directional connectors have a total of four possible shapes; one-directional connectors have two. Here is a description of all the potential forms of the letters that you will be learning. 


	Independent: The form of the letter that stands alone, unconnected to any other letter. One-directional connectors also use this form as the initial form, because they cannot connect to a following letter. A two-directional connector uses this form when it is the last letter in a word and directly follows a one-directional connector.
 
	Initial: The form of the letter when it starts a word. One-directional connectors use the same shape for initial and independent forms. Two-directional letters have an initial form that is different from the independent form.
 
	Medial: The form of the letter when it appears in the middle of a word.
 
	Final: The form of the letter when it is the last letter of a word. If the final form follows a one-directional connector, it is identical to the independent form. One-directional connectors use the same form for final as they do for medial. Two-directional connectors use a unique form when they are the last letter of the word and connect to a preceding two-directional connector.



Let me demonstrate how this works. Here are two Arabic letters, the daal followed by the ’alif: 

[image: Arabic letter daal 'alif]

The daal and the ’alif are both one-directional connectors. For that reason, you would use the initial form of the daal, followed by the initial form of the ’alif.

But look at what happens if you put a two-directional connector before that ’alif. If you now write the letter baa’ (a two-directional connector) followed by an ’alif, you use the medial form of the ’alif: 

[image: Arabic letter baa']

Again, remember that two-directional connectors can connect on both their right and left sides. But they only do so if they are preceded and followed by other two-directional connectors. Here is an example of three letters thus connected, the Arabic word for “camel,” jamal: 

[image: Arabic word jamal meaning camel]



Why Learn to Write Arabic?

You might have a number of reasons for learning to write the Arabic alphabet. If you want to learn the Arabic language, the alphabet is essential, because no country or region uses the Latin alphabet to write it (with the single curious exception of Malta). If you are a Muslim who wants to read your religion’s Holy Book in the original language, a knowledge of the Arabic alphabet is a necessity.

Simply put, if you want to enter into the fullness of the beauty and richness of Arab culture and literature, you need to learn to read and write the Arabic alphabet. This book will help you achieve that worthy goal.



Strategies for Learning to Write Arabic Letters

My advice to you is to use this book regularly and systematically. Master the concept of the one- and two-directional connectors described earlier. Study your way to a comfortable command of the different shapes of the individual letters and how they connect to one another.

Do not skimp on practice. The space provided for practicing the characters should be fully used. Don’t just practice the letter two or three times and decide you are done. In fact, a valuable strategy would be to practice a letter two or three times and then go back and practice that same letter two or three times every single day as you continue learning new letters in this book.

In addition to the work you will do in this book, take a look at Arabic writing in some other source, such as a newspaper, whether online or in print. Study the text and observe how the various letters connect and why they have the shapes they do in their context within the word. This will also make you more adept at recognizing the letters in a font that is different from the one I use in this book.


Set goals

As I have said more than once already, practice makes perfect. When people learn that I can easily read and write the Arabic alphabet, I remember the dozens of hours of practice that led up to having that skill. I don’t mean to scare you off, but at the same time I don’t want to mislead you. The Arabic alphabet is significantly more difficult than the Latin alphabet. In the Latin alphabet, every letter is what it is regardless of where it appears in a word, and letters don’t connect to one another (except in cursive writing, of course). As you have already encountered, the Arabic alphabet includes different forms and letters that do and do not connect to others. You will master this skill through regular practice, writing the letters and words that include the letters.

Here are some strategies to help you achieve your desired result: 


	Practice for a set number of minutes every single day. I am a firm believer in the philosophy that something is always better than nothing. If you decide to practice for 15 minutes a day, that would be a good goal. If some days you can’t find even 15 minutes, do something, rather than nothing.
 
	Make your practice cumulative; repractice letters you have already studied on a regular basis so that you continue to master them.
 
	Look back over what you have practiced as a way to encourage yourself at how far you have come!





    


Chapter 2

The Write Stuff


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Understanding why Arabic is written the way it is

[image: Bullet] Grabbing the tools you need to get started

[image: Bullet] Comparing fonts and ways of writing Arabic

[image: Bullet] Touching on some variants in handwritten Arabic



In this chapter, before diving into learning and practicing 100 characters, I cover some of the more practical matters that you will face when writing (and reading) the Arabic alphabet. And before you actually start learning and practicing how to write, I help you choose the best equipment for the job.



Traditional Writing Utensils and Mediums

Thousands of years ago, when the Arabic alphabet as we know it was first invented, people carved the characters in stone and also painted them on a variety of materials. You heard me right: They painted them when they put them on more perishable materials than stone. According to Islamic sources, when the Qur’an was first compiled into one volume by the first Caliph Abu Bakr, it was drawn from sources recorded on materials such as leather, parchment, bones, and leaves. And these words would have been painted with black ink and a fine paintbrush.

A curious feature of these painted letters is that, originally, no one really cared which direction the letters went. Sometimes scribes would write from right to left, and then in the next line reverse direction and go from left to right! This practice is called boustrophedon writing, from the Greek for “ox plowing” (because, after all, when you plow a field, you just turn around at the end of the field and plow your way back to where you started).

People were either painting their letters or carving them in stone throughout the Middle East and the Mediterranean until the sixth century BCE, when the Greeks invented a split-reed pen that allowed ink to flow onto the writing material from a reservoir. Overnight, boustrophedon writing came to an end, and the direction of writing became locked in at left to right. Can you think of why? It all comes down to the fact that 90 percent of people are right-handed and the pen works best when pulled across the papyrus in a left-to-right direction.

[image: Remember] The tradition of using paintbrushes persisted, particularly on holy manuscripts such as the Torah and the Qur’an. It contributed to the development of Hebrew and Arabic eventually being codified into a right-to-left writing direction. Even today, a skilled Arabic calligrapher will work with a fine paintbrush instead of any type of pen.



Your Best Options — Pencil and Paper

When I was learning to write the Arabic alphabet, I found that the best instrument was a .05 mm mechanical pencil. The lead is large enough to produce the intricate shapes of the letters and the dots that accompany many of the letters. The .05 mm is also fine enough to allow the alphabet to be written even on single lines of a standard lined notebook.

[image: Tip] That being said, for the practice sections of this book, you may want to use something larger and sturdier. I suggest the classic sharpened wooden pencil. You should use a pencil because you will make mistakes and you’ll want to be able to erase them and correct yourself. Be sure to also practice writing the letters on a smaller scale in the practice sections, as in due time, you will want to have the skills to write an Arabic letter or note, just as you would in English.

I also recommend that you get a notebook with wide-ruled lines for additional practice beyond the space provided in this book. When you first start, skip every other line. This way, you will leave yourself a lot of room to comfortably add the various dots that appear with many of the letters, as well as the vowel signs.



A Fountain of Fonts

Just as Times New Roman doesn’t look quite the same as Arial or Helvetica, a variety of both online and publishing fonts are used for the Arabic language. In this book, I have selected Markazi for you to use as the basis for your practice in writing. Markazi matches very nicely the types of strokes and loops that traditionally handwritten Arabic uses. Even so, I would like to show you some of the different fonts you may encounter as you begin reading Arabic. Look at the Arabic word for Arabic as it appears in a variety of fonts: 




	Markazi

	[image: Markazi Arabic]




	Times New Roman Arabic

	[image: Times New Roman Arabic]




	Traditional Arabic

	[image: Traditional Arabic]




	Courier

	[image: Courier Arabic]







As you can see, although the letters look more or less the same, there can be significant differences in style that lead to different shapes.



There’s More than One Way to Write

For your convenience, I’m giving you numbers and arrows in this book to guide you as you practice writing the letters. That being said, no rules are written in stone for exactly how to form all of them. For example, one form of the letter haa’ (just like the English h) is basically a circle: 

[image: Abrabic letter haa’]

You will obviously start somewhere and draw a circular shape until you meet where you started. Early on, I learned to write this shape counterclockwise, and that is what I will show you when you get to that letter in the book. But there is no reason why you can’t start somewhere else and go clockwise if that is more comfortable for you.

Likewise, the Arabic letter kaaf (just like the English k) has a unique shape that you can write in a variety of ways. When a kaaf starts a word, I write it as one continuous line, as follows: 

[image: Abrabic letter kaaf]

But some people prefer to write the kaaf in other ways, as in the following example: 

[image: Abrabic letter kaaf]

[image: Remember] My point is that the numbers and arrows that I use are intended as guidelines to assist you, not to be followed, forgive the pun, to the letter of the law. What feels comfortable to you is what you should pursue, just as long as the end result is an Arabic letter that will be recognizable to others.



Long Live Cursive Writing!

There is a debate among educators today as to whether cursive writing should still be formally taught and practiced by young students. As a teacher, I can assure you that a vast majority of my students do not use it at all, even if they know how to read it. Arabic writing, however, is exclusively cursive; there is no block-letter option whatsoever. As a result, you will shortly be learning (as with cursive writing in English) how you do and do not join the various letters together. I also want to show you some common variants that you will see only in handwritten Arabic.

In both typed fonts and the writing you will practice for this book, these two letters are formed with three loops (for the siin) and the addition of three dots (to produce the shiin): 

[image: Arabic letters siin and shiin]

A common handwritten variant for these letters is to replace the loops with a long, straight horizontal line. Also, instead of writing three dots, you may see a writer replace them with an upside-down v (which is a quick way to represent the three dots): 

[image: Common handwritten variant of siin and shiin]

[image: Remember] Writing the Arabic alphabet is truly more of an art than a science. My final advice in this chapter is to take the time to trace these flowing and beautiful shapes with care from the very beginning of your studies, not just so that they will be legible, but also to let your writing be a creative expression that you will find rewarding.


Write, review, rinse, repeat

Practice, practice, practice! When you have filled every available space in this book for practicing the letters, take a blank notebook and start all over by working your way through all the exercises once, twice, or three times again. Do all this, and the ability to read and write the Arabic alphabet will be yours; the rewards are substantial. Turn the page and resolve that you are going to study and practice the first letter — do it right now. I congratulate you in advance.
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write two together, you instead write an ‘alif with a wavy line above it, known as
a madda, as you can see below. Practice writing this.

€

=

\
|





OPS/images/9781119475330-pg64.png
2 z
| want to study Arabic. .5.\5..\3.63’—\ a_;_u\ U-“s \ 0\ A_\“)\

o =

Are you happy? ?)S)M Eol d-m





OPS/images/9781119475330-pg63.png
o ramesmoenee S80S 313 ELAD) Lo

do you live?

— R

towareyou muhamma S @ Sa b Clll> LASS

| write in Arabic.






OPS/images/9781119475330-pg65.png
,9oﬂ"|_: \e WS W\ ¢ R3e LINY
Y 3 e A ed g o I T

D, R RL BE L
» g 1 arg @

at g 220
A

S dders <

—_—





OPS/images/9781119475330-pg60.png
The jatha is a short line placed above a letter and is pronounced like the a in the
word ago. Practice it with the letter daal, to produce the sound da.

The kasra is a short line placed below a letter and is pronounced like the i in the
word bit. Practice it with the letter daal, to produce the sound di.
DD

e

The damma is a small waaw placed above a letter and is pronounced like the o
the word soup. Practice it with the letter daal, to produce the sound du.

The sukuun is a small
vowel at all. Practice it with the letter daal.
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