Expressing Faith In Written Word 
Islamic Calligrapher Shows His Devotion In Elegant Script Sanctified by Tradition 
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First, Mohamed Zakariya carefully selects the text. He prefers it to be concise yet deep, such as, "Is God not sufficient for His servant?" 

Next, he assembles his tools: pens made from bamboo and marsh reeds, a soot-based black ink, 23-karat gold leaf for gilding, and shiny paper tinted brown with tea and varnished with an egg-white mixture. 

Then, leaning into the canted desktop in his Arlington home studio, the Islamic calligrapher writes the text in an elegant, stylized Arabic script. He likes to say he is making "music for the eyes." 

Zakariya, 61, is a practitioner of an art form that Muslims have used for centuries to express and enhance their faith. A convert to Islam, he trained under renowned master calligraphers in Turkey and is widely recognized as one of the most accomplished Islamic calligraphers in the United States. His work, exhibited across this country and in the Middle East, includes the 2001 design of the first U.S. Postal Service stamp marking an Islamic holiday. 

At its best, Zakariya said, calligraphy is a handmaiden to religious faith because the aesthetic experience of viewing beautifully written script illuminates the meaning of the words. 

"Religion is a quest of trying to find out what things mean," he said in a recent interview. "Proper calligraphy is supposed to expand your heart to the meaning of a text." 

For all Muslims, this quest for meaning is particularly strong during the holy month of Ramadan, which begins when the first sliver of new moon in the ninth month of the Islamic year is sighted. Local Muslims will begin observing Ramadan at sundown todayor tomorrow, depending on when religious authorities declare the holiday's onset. 

During Ramadan, Muslims fast all day as a spiritual discipline to hone their self-control. Many Muslims also use this period to study their faith more intensely through reading and prayer. And at a time when many Muslims are feeling besieged as a community because of suspicions and hostility generated by the war on terrorism, they say their faith has become still more important in maintaining an even keel. 

When Muslims feel oppressed, "they are supposed to follow the advice" of Islam's holy book, the Koran, "which is to take the high road," Zakariya said. His way of doing that, he said, has been to redouble his interfaith outreach. His latest effort in this vein is an exhibition he organized to display his work alongside that of Jewish and Christian calligraphers. The exhibit, "Writing the Sublime: The Art of Calligraphy in the Religions of Abraham," opens Nov. 12 at the Interfaith Center of New York in Manhattan. 

Zakariya, a burly, gregarious man who wears glasses and has a neatly trimmed gray beard, is largely self-taught. He was born in Southern California, dropped out of high school and, by age 18, was living on his own, working as a micro-machinist for the aerospace industry. He was not raised in a faith tradition but had an intense curiosity. One day while browsing in a bookstore, he found the book "Teach Yourself Arabic." 

"I said to myself, 'It's about time you taught yourself another language,' " he recalled. 

This new interest prompted Zakariya to travel to Morocco, and he booked passage on a Yugoslavian freighter for $50. In Morocco, Zakariya became interested in Islam. Back in Los Angeles, he began reading the Koran. "It reached out to me," he said, "and at that point, I felt this irresistible urge to join the religion." 

In the early 1960s, it was difficult to find other Muslims in Los Angeles. He finally located a mosque on the eastern edge of the city, a two-hour bus ride from his home. There, he pursued his study of Islam, and at age 19 he converted. 

Zakariya was captivated not only by the faith, but also by its calligraphic art. Calligraphy, a word rooted in Greek, means beautiful handwriting and can be used for any language. (Its antithesis is cacography, or bad handwriting.) Since its early days, Islam has discouraged figurative or representational religious art because of its strong stance against any kind of idolatry. In addition, the central role of the Koran, which Muslims believe is the direct word of God, led them to place great importance on the written word. As a result, calligraphy became a premier form of religious art in the Islamic world, a recurring motif in mosques, palaces and schools. 

"Christianity has a history of distilling meaning through painting, but Muslims simply have responded better to calligraphy," Zakariya said. "That was the art that seemed to catch Muslim imagination." 

Determined to learn more about Islam and calligraphy, Zakariya returned to Morocco in 1964. After some time there, he traveled in Europe and ended up in London, where he spent hours poring over the vast collection of classical Arabic texts at the British Museum. To pay the rent, he did carpentry work and appeared in skits put on by a British comedy troupe, Bruce Lacey and the Alberts. 

"It was a precursor of Monty Python, but we weren't any good," he said with a laugh. 

Eventually, Zakariya returned to the United States and by the early 1970s had settled in Arlington. His passion for calligraphy continued to grow and gradually went from hobby to full-time occupation as people increasingly ordered -- and paid him for -- his work. "It snowballed very slowly," he said. His first exhibition was in 1975. 

But at a certain point in the 1980s, Zakariya got what he calls "calligrapher's block." As much as he strove, he could not improve his art. Through a friend, he learned about the newly opened Research Center for Islamic History, Art and Culture in Istanbul. When the center offered him a month's tutorial, Zakariya jumped at the opportunity. 

In Istanbul, Zakariya was forced to start from scratch, relearning all the techniques he had acquired in his self-directed apprenticeship. His teachers were some of the most celebrated masters of classical Ottoman calligraphy style, including Hasan Çelebi and Asi Alparslan. 

Back in Arlington, he continued to perfect his style under his teachers' long-distance direction, mailing his homework to them. Four years later, he was judged competent enough to be licensed by the center. His diploma is a calligraphic description of the prophet Muhammad's physical appearance, executed by Zakariya and certified as proficient by his teachers. It hangs in a corner of his studio. 

Zakariya credits his training under the Turkish experts with breaking his block and giving him new impetus as a calligrapher. "They had a system of teaching so strict and so strong and yet so full of love at the same time," Zakariya said, "that it sets you on a path of lifelong improvement." 

Zakariya, who now teaches calligraphy and has a Web site www.zakariya.net, finds the words for his art in the Koran and in poems, sermons and scholars' writings, among other sources. He said he will spend Ramadan "staying home and working hard" to finish his entries for the upcoming interfaith exhibition. Even though he will be fasting all day, he does not intend to lighten his workload. 

Besides, he considers his work a form of religious devotion especially meaningful during Ramadan. He picks up one of his favorite calligraphic works, an ancient but well-known prayer that says, "I am confused about You. So take my hand, Oh Guide to those who are perplexed about You." 

"We can't get away from the fact," Zakariya said, "that God is a huge mystery." 
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Mohamed Zakariya, a master Islamic calligrapher, creates the ancient form of Islamic art in the studio of his Arlington home. (Photos Carol Guzy -- The Washington Post)
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Mohamed Zakariya, a master Islamic caligrapher, creates the
ancient form of Islamic art in the studio of his Arlington home.
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