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Letters of Light tells the story of the development of the Arabic script from its first appear-
ance preceding the birth of Islam in the 7th century until today. Although Osborn has not
made a career in Arabic philology or Islamic history—he is a specialist in communica-
tion, technology and design at Georgetown University—his book covers an impressive
span of territory, including the varied applications of Arabic script and the political, aca-
demic and technical circumstances in which it was produced, and how these conditioned
its visual appearance.
His specific aim is to guide future designers and typographers in their choices regard-

ing the application of new techniques to the production of Arabic script by understanding
the historical developments and past practices that shaped it (introduction, Chapter 1).
These designers and technologists do not necessarily have to be Arabic-speakers or
users, as technology, application, consumption and use are intertwined but not necessar-
ily shared characteristics. As such, the book is a laudable exercise, applicable beyond the
field of Arabic, in explaining why current and future specialists of design should famil-
iarize themselves with the background and history of the specific tradition and writing
system in which they operate. In this case, however, the book also has a very clear mes-
sage specific to the case of Arabic: the calligraphic tradition of written Arabic, which was
developed in the 10th century and further advanced in the age of great Ottoman calligra-
phers, with its subtle relationships between letters stacked on top of each other and the
visual forms thus created, was destroyed and literally flattened when it was rendered in
movable type, especially as applied by European (inspired/trained) printers. A group
of innovative designers and computer technologists have recently been able to “restore”
the multilayered calligraphic writing system allowing for, as the author and these design-
ers steadfastly believe, a reconstitution of the “traditional” aesthetic norms which were
removed or even stolen from Arabic writers and speakers in the Arabic-speaking
world. This premise, which underlies the whole book, is an impressive attempt to dem-
onstrate the aesthetic sophistication of traditional Arabic calligraphy, and Osborn’s keen
sensitivity to this tradition and his commitment to what he sees as its recovery are among
the most winning qualities of this book. They are not, however, entirely without their
problems.
To begin with, the writing that Osborn is concerned with is the elite calligraphy of the

court and luxury markets. But this is only one, fairly narrow, tradition, and by no means
representative. It takes no account of the extraordinary diversity and inventiveness of
more everyday written production across a wide range of genres and domains, from sign-
writing to documents, letters, handbills and other ephemeral, quotidian material.
Although these tended to have fewer overtly artistic aspirations, they nevertheless
involved their makers in aesthetic choices and constitute a vibrant tradition in their
own right. It is by no means clear, moreover, that such choices were made with reference
to the “guiding” innovations of a small coterie of elite writers at the center, just as those
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writers were by no means passively succumbing to influences originating from outside
the Arabic-speaking world.

This emphasis on the highest, obviously culturally very important, layer limits and
sometimes even distorts the discussion. The development of the “well-balanced script”
(al-khat ̣t ̣al-mansụ̄b) in the 10th century was indeed revolutionary. For about a century
from the beginning of Islam, documents (letters, decrees, legal acts, fiscal lists) and
Qurʾanic manuscripts for about three hundred years had been written with all letters fol-
lowing aligned on the base line: the flattened style of the Arabic printed with movable
type. In later periods too such “flat” writing is attested in specific circumstances.
Similarly, the use of diacritical dots in documents preceded that in Qurʾanic manuscripts,
and the use of diacritical dots has since been applied in unequal and idiosyncratic ways in
documentary and literary handwritten texts. The flat style introduced through the mov-
able type setting has become the dominant style of printing newspapers and all sorts
of texts in public spaces. In other areas the stacked, layered calligraphic writing never dis-
appeared: reproductions of handwritten forms are used for wedding invitations and other
official writings, the covers of Arabic printed books, and election banners. In other words,
Arabic writing has always shown a diversity of styles and forms, with standards based on
aesthetic values applicable in every contexts but with different registers producing differ-
ent effects. To posit one ideal Arabic writing style, based on the elitist activities of the
political center is not a restoration of Arabic’s true values, but a reduction of a living tra-
dition. The Arabic writing style founded on movable type-setting has created its own real-
ities in the public domain of the Arabic-speaking world, which continues to develop both
by top-down and bottom-up initiatives. The introduction of multilayered Arabic writing
through computer technologies adds yet another variant.

By tracing developments in the political centers of the empire—in chronological order:
Baghdad, Istanbul, and the Gulf—the author inevitably misses important developments
in other major cities, for the later period most notably Cairo, Damascus, and Beirut. The
focus on Istanbul from the 16th to the early 20th century probably also lies behind the
total absence in the book of the Nahda, the cultural revival movement in Arabic writing
of the late 19th and early 20th century starting in Egypt and then moving to the Levant
which surely also had an important impact not only on the status of Arabic language and
writings but on related fields such as the depiction of Arabic, especially as it resulted in an
increase in Arabic printing activities.

The book sets out explicitly to be accessible to non-Arabists and does a great deal to
make awealth of information, alien to most outside the field of Arabic studies and Islamic
history, available to new audiences. But it is inevitable that, as a result, specialist elements
are skewed or left out. A review such as this one is the place to point these out. The claim
that besides Qurʾans, texts were produced on scrolls is a misrepresentation (p. 18): codi-
ces had long been the dominant form for literary texts, and even documents (decrees, let-
ters and legal acts) were produced on sheets of papyrus or paper—cut from scrolls but
sold as individual sheets. Similarly, the discussion of the use and circulation of protocols
is based on a misunderstanding of what these sheets added to the beginning of papyrus
scrolls produced in government factories were (p. 20). Containing the name of the
(Egyptian) governor and caliph under whose rule they were produced, their writing is
indeed difficult to fathom for an unpracticed reader, but that was exactly their purpose:
to ensure authenticity through exclusivity. The protocols were not intended to be read
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but to be recognized and as such used by writers and consumers of Arabic texts of all dif-
ferent backgrounds, as they acquired papyrus sheets or scrolls or when they reused the
protocol sheets for other writings.
A final observation concerns the use of diacritics throughout the text which the author

has explained in a note at the beginning of the book. The result is, however, confusing in
places for Arabic-speakers. The undifferentiated use of ‘ for two Arabic letters (ʿayn and
hamza) makes words unfamiliar, while the suppression of long vowels is not consistently
applied (iʿjām is rendered iʾjaam but tashkı̄l as tashkil). Tāʾ marbūtạ in non-construct
form is sometimes rendered with –a (pp. 45, 177, 178 nuqta; p. 178 hamza), sometimes
with –ah (p. 29 shaddah, kasrah; p. 23 ta marbutah; p. 70 sittah). Using single Arabic
words as plural in the English text is equally disorienting. For example, the text states,
“Some of the earliest Arabic texts, however, do not contain nuqta, as these marks were
developed” (p. 177). Nuqtạ is the singular for “diacritical mark,” the plural is nuqat ̣or
niqāt ̣. This is not to say that Osborn should have mastered the Arabic language before
he embarked on this book, but that a good proofreading by an Arabist would have
made the book more readable for specialists.
All in all, this book is a valuable achievement and a commendable attempt to introduce

the large and important field of Arabic writing and printing to designers in the West.
Contemporary Arabic-speakers, who Osborn identifies as an audience for the book,
may be unfamiliar with the different stages of development of Arabic script through
the centuries and would stand to benefit from the overview and discussion in this
book. To see how these two worlds meet in the 21st century to develop one of the
most exciting and beautiful examples of Arabic writing generated on computers is an
encouraging exemplar of cross-cultural cooperation and restoration. If technology was
responsible for flattening and emptying an indigenous tradition, it is gratifying to see
technology making amends. On top of its store of information of different kinds, combin-
ing secondary studies with primary texts and material culture, the book is beautifully
illustrated with clear and informative tables and images. It is only important to reiterate,
however, that Osborn’s specialized designers are only one (small, if influential) group of
Arabic users and producers. There is a whole other—large—population of Arabic readers
and speakers who consume and producewritten Arabic texts in many different shapes and
forms who barely appear in this book.
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“There are already so many books on Ibn Khaldun that I have been hesitant to add yet
another to the list,” writes Robert Irwin in his preface, adding that the 14th-century
scholar himself held that one of the great impediments to knowledge is an overabundance
of books. Irwin does not tell us explicitly what made him overcome his hesitation, but the
answer soon becomes evident enough.
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