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Since 1997, the Syriac Computing Institute (SyrCOM) [now Beth
Mardutho: The Syriac Institute] has been working on the design
and implementation of Syriac software on the Microsoft
Windows™ platform. The project will deliver software that works
on any computer with Windows 2000™ operating system, allowing
users to write Syriac texts in various fonts and scripts (Estrangelo,
Serto or West Syriac, and East Syriac).

The first step of the project was to have Syriac added to
Unicode, the newly international coding scheme, which is a pre-
requisite to have Syriac work under Windows. SyrCOM
participated in putting forward a proposal to the Unicode Technical
Committee (see http://www.unicode.org/pending/syriac). The
proposal was accepted by the Unicode Consortium and the
International Standard Organization. In fact, through the laborious
work of Paul Nelson at Microsoft, there is already now built-in
support for Syriac in the forthcoming Windows 2000™ Operating
System, with Syriac Unicode support.

Although Project Meltho was initially aimed at ‘word-
processing’, it has matured now into a full Syriac support for the
Windows 2000™ Operating System, allowing users to use Syriac in
any Windows-based application that uses published Uniscribe APIs
(the functions that handle complex scripts in Windows). This gives
the end-user a wide range of applications to use Syriac with: word-
processing, databases, Web pages, emails, presentations, etc. This
also means that programmers who wish to program special
applications for Syriac will not have to do any special handling for
Syriac text; Windows handles it for them! Additionally, Syriac is in
the list of languages that will be supported by the next version of
Microsoft Office™ products (i.e., Word™, Access™, PowerPoint™,
etc.). Already, the web browser Internet Explorer™ 5 supports
Syriac using Unicode encoding. All this is possible provided the
user has the appropriate (not any) Syriac fonts.
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Project Meltho aims at providing the appropriate Syriac fonts
for the Syriac-users community free of charge. To achieve this,
SyrCOM made use of Kiraz’s fonts for the DOS-based Multi-
Lingual Scholar™ software, and created from them new OpenType
fonts. The OpenType font scheme is the latest font technology; it
allows for automatic contextual replacement of letters (e.g., initial,
medial, final), the accurate positioning of vowels and points per
letter (e.g., high diacritic on Lomadh, but low on Yudh), the
creation of ligatures, etc.

SyrCOM believes that the quality of its fonts must be
outstanding and must be of the quality of other Latin fonts that
users are accustomed to. Hence, SyrCOM plans to have the final
‘touches’ of its fonts completed by a professional typographer. This
includes ‘cleaning-up’ the fonts, making sure that spacing is
accurate, and providing Latin support in the Syriac fonts in order
to use them in multi-lingual documents without having to change
the font every time the user goes from Syriac to Latin. Additionally,
the professional typographer will ‘hint’ the fonts, a process that
makes the fonts readable at low-resolutions (e.g., screens for Web
pages, and 9- or 8-pt printing).

A leading professional typographer, with an outstanding record
in foreign-language font design (especially Arabic which presents
the same challenges Syriac does), has agreed to work on the
SyrCOM fonts. The cost to produce each font will be $1500. In
order to cover its expense, SyrCOM is calling academic and
community institutions, and end-users to support this endeavor
through its “Adopt a Syriac Font Program.” Institutions and
individuals may chose to adopt an entire font for $1500, or parts of
a font for $500. In the latter case, SyrCOM will put together the
contributions of three contributors to cover the cost of a font. The
names of contributors will be acknowledged.

The fonts will be distributed by SyrCOM to users free of
charge through its web site. The fonts will be copyrighted by
SyrCOM, and no commercial use of them will be allowed by any
party including SyrCOM. The fonts will cover Estrangelo, Serto
(West Syriac), and East Syriac. In addition to supporting Classical
Syriac, full support will be given for Turoyo, Swadaya (modern
Assyrian), Garshuni, and Christian-Palestinian Aramaic. SyrCOM
plans to have the fonts available to the public in the first quarter of
2000.
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