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Abstract 

This thesis contributes towards the body of knowledge of the development of Arabic 

calligraphy, an art form that has passed through many historical stages since the advent of 

Islam and the revelation of the Holy Qur’an, in its patterns, styles, values and concepts. The 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and Graphic design in Saudi Arabian culture and 

its creative industries is investigated; the arts and handicrafts policy of the Saudi 

government and the role of these in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy is 

examined. Finally, the influence of five factors (financial, organisational, educational, 

social and technological) upon its development is analysed.  

The research is based on fieldwork conducted in Saudi Arabia (2016-2017). Mixed 

methods were used to collect data (questionnaire and interview). Fieldwork techniques 

allowed the opinions of calligraphers and graphic designers and the Saudi public to be 

known, allowing this study to be conducted from their perspective. Supporting literature 

was used to place Saudi Arabia within the larger context of arts, handicrafts and the creative 

industry. 

This research found that traditional Arabic calligraphic design has undergone an 

extraordinary development, where many of calligraphic styles have been created in a 

modern way to be used in graphic products. However, the connotations of the designs have 

changed in response to commercial requirements; in particular, their original religious 

contexts and significance are frequently neglected, thus changing people's perceptions, and 

their appreciation, of Arabic calligraphy. This research approaches this development.  

The implications of this research indicate a need for deeper understanding of the 

role that Arabic calligraphy plays as a symbolic representation of cultural heritage, identity 

of Arab-Islamic community and the language of the Qur'an, in light of challenges such as 

globalization, mechanization and technology. 
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GLOSSARY 

Al-Basmalah  A term meaning ‘In the name of God, the Mercy-giving, the Merciful’, 
with which all of the Holy Qur’an suras begin, as well as each act of a 
pious Muslim 

Al-Bayan It is a collective name for everything, including understanding and 
explaining meanings (rhetoric) 

After Hegira The consolidation of the first Muslim community after prophet 
Muhamad's departure from Makkah to Medina in AD 622 

Al-Hal  It means the state, which is one of the five semantic types in the 
science of Al-Bayan that signify the meaning 

Al-Hayyu Al-Qayyum They are names of God that means God is the Self-Existing One upon 
Whom all others depend 

Al-Hurufiyya It is a new art resulting from the integration of calligraphy with the fine 
arts 

Al-Ishara It means gesticulation, which is one of the five semantic types in the 
science of Al-Bayan that signify the meaning 

Al-Khatt It means writing, which is one of the five semantic types in the science 
of Al-Bayan that signify the meaning 

Al-Lafz It means utterance, which is one of the five semantic types in the 
science of Al-Bayan that signify the meaning 

Al-Semia Semiotics, Semantics, the study of ‘sign’ to communicate between 
humans instead of speech 

Al-'Uqad It means knots, which is one of the five semantic types in the science of 
Al-Bayan that signify the meaning  

Anno Domini In Latin the year Jesus was born 

Damma A diacritical mark, similar to a lower-case waw (و) placed above letter; 

it indicates the short u vowel 

Diwani A strongly balanced, slanted calligraphic style, it is a combination of 
Thuluth, Naskh and Rayhani that was emerged during the reign of the 
early Ottoman Turks in 15th century 

Fatha A diacritical mark consisting of an oblique hyphen placed above letter; 
it indicates the short a vowel  
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Gulzar  A term meaning ‘full of flowers’, a decorative script used in Iran in 
later centuries 

Hajj It is the greater pilgrimage to Makkah made by Muslims, which takes 
place in the last month of the year, which it is one of the Five Pillars of 
Islam 

Hira cave It is a cave located in Thor mountain in Makkah 
Holy Qur’an  The words of God 

Iqra An Arabic word means reading and learning more 

Jali  net 
Jenadriyah It is an annual Heritage and Cultural Festival in Riyadh city 

Ka’ba It is a small, cubical building in the courtyard of the Great Mosque at 
Makkah, regarded by Muslims as the House of God and the objective 
of their pilgrimages 

Kasra A diacritical mark consisting of an oblique stroke below letter; it 
indicates the short I vowel 

Kiswa Al-Ka’ba It is a piece of black silk that is embroidered with verses of the Holy 
Qur'an and Islamic ornaments that cover the Ka'ba and are changed 
every year 

Kufic It is a calligraphic style of Arabic script that was emerged in Kufa city 
in Iraq in 7th century 

Kufic Basset  A term meaning ‘simple’, it is a calligraphic type of Kufic style  

Kufic Handasi A term meaning ‘square’, it is a calligraphic type of Kufic style  

Kufic Mo’araq  A term meaning ‘foliated’, it is a calligraphic type of Kufic style  

Kufic Muzaffar A term meaning ‘plaited’, it is a calligraphic type of Kufic style  

Kufic Muzaher  A term meaning ‘floriated’, it is a calligraphic type of Kufic style  

Maghribi An elaborate style from North Africa and Muslim Spain, diverted from 
Kufic but more rounded, was emerged in 10th century 

Midad  Black ink 
Muhaqqaq A term meaning 'strong expression' or 'tight', its use began in Iraq in the 

early of 15th century 

Musnad It is an ancient writing system developed in Yemen and the North of 
Africa 

Naskh A term meaning ‘copying, transcription’, that originated in the earliest 
centuries of Arabic writing, and was already well-structured by the 11th 
century 

Nasta'liq It is a calligraphic style of Arabic script that was derived from 
combining the Naskh and Ta'liq that was emerged in Iraq in 14th 
century 

Qalam Reed pen, the standard writing implement in the Islamic lands 
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Rayhan A term meaning 'herb basil', it is a calligraphic style of Arabic script 
that was emerged in Iraq in 9th century 

Riq’a A term meaning ‘small sheet or parchment' originated in the earliest 
centuries of Arabic writing 

Ruq’ah A term meaning ‘small sheet or parchment' was emerged during the 
reign of Ottoman Turks in 15th century which still used now 

Shadda A diacritical mark, it is equivalent to write the same letter twice. The 
first letter has Sukun and the second letter has Fatha, Damma or Kasra 

Shikaste A term meaning ‘fractional’, it is an Iranian variant of Ta'liq but 
written more rapidly, developed in the 14th century 

Sini It is a calligraphic style that was derived from the Thuluth style and 
developed by Chinese Muslim calligraphers. It appeared in the late 13th 
century  

Souk Okaz It is the largest and best-known Souk in pre-Islamic times, today it is a 
popular tourist destination and an annual Heritage and Cultural market 
in Taif city 

Sukun A term meaning 'quiet', a small circle on top of the letter meaning the 
absence of a brief vowel 

Surat Al-A'ala It is the first Surat from the Holy Qur'an, God revealed it to the Prophet 
Muhamad (peace be upon him) in Hira cave 

Ta'liq  A term meaning 'suspension', probably a combination of Tawqi', 
Ruq’ah (different style from the one emerged in Turks) and Naskh that 
was emerged in Persia in 13th century 

Tashkil It is the diacritics of Arabic letters that indicate such features as 
vowels, where placed above and under the letters 

Tanwin It is the doubling of Damma, Fatha, and Kasra (the short vowel u, a 
and i) at the end of the word. These vowels are read respectively un, 
an, and in, and indicate the indeterminate article respectively for the 
nominative, accusative, indirect cases 

Tawqi’ It is a calligraphic style of Arabic script that a variant of Thuluth with 
more compressed and rounded letters 

Thuluth A term meaning ‘one-third’ because the third part of each letter is 
slanted, it was emerged in Iraq in 9th century or probably earlier 

True Furqan It is a fake translation copy of the Qur'an 

Tughra It is a calligraphic signature of the sultan's authority that was included 
in all official documents 

Turath Cultural heritage of any country or civilization 

Umrah It is the non-mandatory lesser pilgrimage to Makkah, that Muslim can 
be performed at any time of the year 
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List of Abbreviations  

SCTH Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage  

SASCA Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts 

AP Design for aesthetic purpose 

WP Design for writing purposes 

PME Presidency of Meteorology and the Environment 

SEEDS Socio Economic and Educational Development Society 

ITC International Trade Centre 

UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

WTO World Trade Organization 

WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization 

SCSB Saudi Credit and Savings Bank 

HRDF Human Resources Development Fund 

IUCN International Union for Conservation of Nature 

UN United Nation 

WCED World Commission on Environment and Development 

OECD Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 

SMEs Small to mid-size enterprise 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

AMA American Management Association 

SAA Saudi Art Association 

TAM Technology Acceptance Model 
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Introduction  

 

This thesis presents the results of a study designed to show how the practice of Arabic 

calligraphy has been affected by modern graphic design and Saudi Arabian government 

policies, which shape such professions and the Arab World in general. It arises from the 

previous studies of the researcher in graphic design that have guided this research, with 

special focus on Arabic calligraphy and the impact of graphic design upon it. Arabic 

calligraphy is ‘an alternative communication system that transmits the meanings of a 

spoken language through elegant handwriting’ (Ibn Khaldon, 1967: 348) and ‘the art of 

producing decorative handwriting and a form of creative design’ (Rashad, 2014: 89). The 

traditional designs, natural colours and the smells of its fragrant inks represent the cultural 

heritage of Arabs and Muslims, standing in sharp contrast to modern art and graphic design, 

also known as communication design, which is the art and practice of planning and 

projecting ideas and experiences with visual and textual content to communicate messages 

(Al-Arabi, 2009). This study aims to explore the evolving relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design, as well as analyse the overlaps between them in shape, 

concept, design and meaning. Moreover, the study investigates what role Saudi government 

policies play in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as a traditional handicraft or, 

conversely, preferentially encouraging other forms of art. Arabic calligraphy as a traditional 

handicraft has seen a decline as a result of several financial, organizational, educational, 

social and technological factors. This study intends to show how these factors have affected 

its practice in relation to modern graphic design, to what extent it has declined in the Saudi 

Arabian context and in what ways. 

Arabic calligraphy has been the primary Islamic art since the Prophet Muhamad 
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(peace be upon him) received, according to Muslim tradition, the revelations of the Holy 

Qur’an (610 to 632 AD). This traditional writing form is used to present verses of the Holy 

Qur’an and also in Islamic art. Saudi Arabia, host of the two principal centres of Islamic 

pilgrimage, Makkah and Madinah1, which Muslims from all over the world visit every year 

to perform their religious duties (Maarouf, 2006), is considered responsible for preserving 

the Islamic traditions. Saudi Arabia’s National Constitution, educational policy and 

government system is based on the Holy Qur’an and upon the Prophet Muhamad's Hadith, 

the stories and traditions of his life (Al-Zahrani et al., 1988). Given this religious 

orientation, Arabic calligraphy is considered the artistic written vehicle of the words of 

God; in addition, it is considered a visual symbol of Arab-Islamic identity and culture and 

an artistic and aesthetic form of expressive spiritual meanings. There are diverse styles, e.g. 

Kufic, Naskh, Thuluth, Muhaqqaq, Rayhan, Tawqi’, Riq’a, Ta’liq, Shikaste, Ruq’ah, 

Diwani and Maghribi (Blair and Bloom, 2003).  

To meet the aim of the study, Saudi Arabia was chosen for several reasons. Firstly, 

located in the heart of the Middle East, it has led the Islamic tradition over the years due to 

its religious status in the Arab World. Secondly, it has a strong legacy of flourishing 

handicrafts. This study focuses on the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic 

design in Saudi culture and its creative industries, particularly considering Arabic 

calligraphy as a semiotic body and handicraft at the intersection of three clashing forces: a 

heritage intimately linked with Islam's history and culture; contemporary challenges 

triggered by (a Western-led) globalization and mechanization; and the Saudi Arabian 

government’s cultural policies which aim to protect Arab identity, culture and heritage, 

 
1 ‘In 1980, King Fahd bin Abdulaziz Al Saud issued a decree approving the translations of Mecca to Makkah and Medina 
to Madinah, because these translations are the correct ways to pronounce these cities as mentioned in the Holy Qur'an’ 
(Saudi Press Agency, 2018), available from: https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?newsid=1799480 
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while opening itself economically to the outside world (See Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Focus of this Research 
(Design by the researcher) 
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Research Problem  

Initial enquiries led to the exploration of the literature that exists on Arabic calligraphy, 

graphic design and the relationship between them, with special focus on Saudi Arabia, to 

form a deeper understanding of the research and discourses that exist in this area. The works 

of Rashad (2014), Maarouf (2006), Vweaah et al. (2006), Blair (2008), George (2010), Al- 

Jubouri (2000), Alani (2016), Khan (2001), Meggs and Purvis (2011) are rich in their 

historical, scientific and practical information, but the focus of their studies is on other 

countries. Focusing on Saudi Arabia makes this study the first of its kind. There is a lack 

of research that examines the current status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in 

Saudi Arabia from the three corners of: traditional Arabic calligraphy, graphic design and 

the art and handicrafts government policy.  

This study has identified three knowledge gaps in the literature and aims to 

address them as follows: 

1. The need to understand the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic  

   design; 

2. The need to understand the current methods that develop Arabic calligraphy in      

    the Kingdom; 

3. The need to provide a platform for governmental and non-governmental 

organizations to support Arabic calligraphy in the Kingdom.  

 

Methodology 

This study adopts a methodological approach which combines both semeiotic theory and 

ethnography and uses multiple methods such as questionnaires and interviews to allow 

collecting both qualitative and quantitative data from a variety of sources. Semiotic theory 
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provides the basis to examine how Arabic calligraphy and its meanings are perceived 

nowadays in Saudi Arabia by craftsmen, graphic designers, and students of Arts and 

Graphic Design. Semiotic theory is also used to provide explanations for the relationship 

between the signifier and signified in written texts in calligraphic and graphic products. 

Ethnography, ‘‘the study of social interactions, behaviours, and perceptions that occur 

within groups, teams, organisations, and communities’’ (Reeves et al., 2008: 512). It has 

been employed as a qualitative methodology to collect rich information and insights into 

people's views and actions (ibid.). It allows exploring their attitudes towards Arabic 

calligraphy as well as towards graphic design, based on their experiences, by conducting 

detailed observations and interviews. Calligraphers’ and designers' opinions and their 

perspectives of various issues related to Arabic calligraphy and graphic design can also 

been sought to support this study and form a solid basis for future research. Similarly, 

organisers of governmental and non-governmental artistic organisations that are 

responsible for art and culture have also been consulted.  Looking at the question from three 

different perspectives of Saudi culture, this study will consider the relationships of: 

traditional Arabic calligraphy, contemporary graphic design, and Saudi government 

policies on art and handicrafts, in order to fill in a gap in the current literature.  

 

Literature Review 

There are some studies which have dealt with the aesthetic and practical aspects of Arabic 

calligraphy in the art and design industry, where they will be discussed in detail later in the 

chapters of this research. One example is Delly’s and Farman’s research (2015), which 

aims to identify the aesthetic theory of Arabic calligraphy in Islamic art in an attempt to 

study the aesthetic qualities of Arabic letters and take advantage of them in accordance with 
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the relevant relationship configurations on structural calligraphic work. Adopting a 

descriptive approach as the most compatible with the nature of their research orientation, 

their research identified 40 different formations of the Thuluth calligraphic style in artworks 

by Iraqi calligraphers from 1947 to 2012. The sample used in their research was non-

probabilistic from Iraq society, and consisted of four samples with a 10% difference in 

specifications and variety in aesthetic output.  

Similarly, there are also studies which focus on the developmental and 

technological aspects of Arabic calligraphy in the art and design industry. For example, 

Osborn (2006: 1) identifies the types and the relationships linking visual design with written 

communication. It also suggests that typography and calligraphy are ‘distinct 

communicative practices’ that explore ‘the importance of print culture and printed material 

in relation to the rise of the modern bureaucratic state.’ The sample used in Osborne’s study 

(ibid.) consists of a series of interviews with practicing calligraphers, graphic designers, 

and contemporary artists and highlights a diverse application of Arabic script and the 

flexibility of written communication.  

 

Research Question and Hypotheses 

Initial considerations of a practical and social nature drove the project, and raised questions 

concerning the occurrence of major changes in the role and status of Arabic calligraphy as 

a traditional handicraft and any factors that may have affected its role and status, especially 

the impact of the modern discipline of graphic design and/or the political strategy of Arab 

governments. Furthermore, would this study help enhance understanding of the history and 

current status of Arabic calligraphy, and in what form(s) it survives? From these 

deliberations, the research questions emerged.  

 



           

 30 

AIM 

The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design, and to understand the role played by Saudi policy in the arts and handicrafts 

fields in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as one of the traditional handicrafts. 

The study sets out to answer the research question and the following corollary sub-

questions: 

 

1. What is the role and relationship between graphic design and Arabic calligraphy in 

Saudi Arabia’s culture and its creative industries?  

2. What role do Saudi Arabia’s government policies relating to arts and handicrafts 

play in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as one of the traditional 

handicrafts, and do they preserve its status amongst other forms of art? 

3. What aspects of Arabic calligraphy, such as aesthetic, technical, educational and 

cultural, have been affected the most and what factors have shaped its current 

status? 

4. Can the status of Arabic calligraphy be sustained? How could that be achieved in 

light of advances in technology and the machine vs. human discussion? 

5. What is the effect of changes in the spiritual and cultural meaning of Arabic 

calligraphic designs in the creative industry in Saudi Arabia, which is considered a 

responsible party for preserving Islamic traditions? 

 

The study sets out to test the hypothesis that graphic design has had a negative 

impact on the promotion of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi industry in general, which has led 

to its decline in as one of Saudi Arabia’s handicrafts. To support the hypothesis, the factors 

that affect, positively or negatively, the promotion of Arabic calligraphy in the Kingdom 
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will be explored. It’s status in Saudi Arabian government policy in the field of arts and 

handicrafts will also be examined, whether or not it is being neglected by the government 

and by the Saudi public as a traditional handicraft.  

The process of this research will elucidate the standing of Arabic calligraphy as one 

of the traditional Saudi handicrafts and the influential factors that sustain its practice, or 

otherwise. The role of graphic design as one of the contemporary arts, its past and current 

influence and its role in the decline, revival, sustenance, or evolution of Arabic calligraphy 

will be evaluated. In addition, official Saudi handicrafts policy and its role in promoting 

Arabic calligraphy as cultural heritage will be appraised.  

In order to answer the research question and sub-questions, the objectives of this 

thesis are as follows:  

1. To identify the historical trajectory of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia compared with 

the other Arabic countries over three decades from 1990 to 2020, during which the 

Kingdom witnessed major developments and fluctuations in its culture, economy and 

politics; 

2. To identify the current status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in terms of their 

production, consumption, technology, policy and education; 

3. To explore the role that Saudi government policy plays in relation to Arabic calligraphy 

and graphic design; 

4. To explore the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design and analyse 

the overlaps that may exist in terms of shape, style and function. 

 

Research Context 

The context of this research is determined by the most important issues and challenges 
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facing Arabic calligraphy as a traditional handicraft in a country dominated by the Islamic 

religion, namely Saudi Arabia, and is, therefore, intimately connected to the Holy Qur’an 

and Islam. The most important of these challenges are cultural globalization, mechanization 

and technology. In order to meet its ambitions to compete on the global stage, Saudi Arabia 

is faced with all three of these challenges (Maarouf, 2006). To unfold the context of this 

research into a wider framework, the content will be considered at the global, regional 

(Middle East) and local (Saudi Arabia) levels. 

 

1- At the global level 

The last thirty years of globalization have changed the status of handicrafts in all countries, 

including Saudi Arabia. According to the Crafts Council, Creative Scotland, and the Arts 

Council of Wales and Craft Northern Ireland (2012), the rapid economic growth triggered 

by globalization has generated enormous numbers of consumers and producers from 

different countries, including China and India. The high numbers of consumers have led to 

fierce competition among producers in each country in the world. This has dramatically 

altered production patterns, especially in traditional products (handicrafts). The use of 

machines in crafts production, whether completely or partially, is a significant feature in 

these new production patterns (Woodbury, 2010). 

 Since the nineteenth and early twentieth century, machines have rapidly substituted 

human hands in making goods and crafts despite the emergence of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement in the mid-nineteenth century, where many artisans and designers from the 

United Kingdom and then Europe, the United States and Japan united to restore the dignity 

and artistry of artisanship (Parker, 1998). (This movement is discussed in further detail in 

Chapter One, Section (1.6). This industrialization has caused a decline in handicrafts in 
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communities and the rise of industrial products instead, as machinery has dominated the 

creative industries. Modern generations have abandoned handicraft learning, especially in 

light of low financial returns, and experienced artisans have abandoned their handicrafts 

for more profitable work. According to Kim (2014), among art fields, the reason for the 

decline in handicrafts compared to fine arts or design is that machines can reproduce in 

large volume most things that were formerly made by skilled craftspeople (Weida, 2014). 

This reproduction by machine of former handicraft designs loses some of the most 

important aspects of handicrafts such as human culture, social function, material quality 

and the subtle variations of individually-made items. The limitation of mechanization has 

been that it was only able to keep reproducing and repeating old designs, leaving individual 

craftsmanship and flexible ingenuity as the preserve of human capability and skills, where 

‘We approach human culture through crafts; physics and chemistry of materials, techniques 

and procedures developed through human ingenuity, and social functions and meanings of 

the craft item thus produced and used’ (ibid.: 62).  However, recently, within the new 

‘digital handmade’ movement, Johnston (2015) provides a survey of the use of digital 

technologies and fabrication techniques to create art works and crafts by using 3D printing. 

In this movement, creative intelligence, pre-industrial values and skill in making projects 

are combined, whether for one-off or limited-series production with many of the features - 

individual design, custom-made for purpose, ingenuity, flexibility, subtle variation etc. - 

that characterise hand-made items.  

Handicrafts are a mirror reflecting the cultural and creative identity of a state that 

produces them, including Saudi Arabia (Maarouf, 2006). They are considered a national 

heritage that most countries maintain as part of their identity and the originality of their 

peoples and a symbol of their culture and civilization (Wood, 2011). Thus, the effects of 

mechanization, globalization and accompanying growth of global commodity chains cause 
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the loss of national identity and values and a loss of country-specificity in its arts and 

handicrafts (Kim, 2014). For example, one of the impacts of globalization is the emergence 

of cultural appropriations and misappropriations, where producers imitate design models 

or symbols from other cultures, whether these models are religious or decorative, without 

understanding their meanings (Young, 2015). This research will mention some examples 

of these cultural appropriations and misappropriations in Arabic calligraphy in Chapter one 

(1.3.4 and 1.4.3). These cultural appropriations and misappropriations cause 

misunderstanding and misjudgements of the culturally embedded meanings of these models 

or symbols in other societies. Also, the weakness in culture awareness caused by the lack 

of interest in religion, education and history has led communities, and individuals who 

practiced their traditional arts and handicrafts, to blindly imitate other cultures without 

considering the consequences. All the while, the problems arising from the absence of good 

marketing of crafts products for a certain audience or culture continue to threaten the 

existence of these important heritage industries (Wood, 2011). As a result, handicrafts lose 

their identity and cultural reference, and artisans and practitioners lose their traditional 

skills and their ability to transfer their experiences. Therefore, this research aims to study 

what steps the Saudi Arabian government is taking, if any, to preserve this identity, 

intimately linked with the history of the Holy Qur’an and calligraphy styles. 

 

2- At the regional level (Middle East) 

The Arab world consists of 22 countries in the Middle East and North Africa. The Middle 

East is the geographical meeting point of the three continents of Asia, Europe and Africa 

and of the Arab, Turkish and Persian cultures which have developed over the course of 

several thousand years (Cramp and Brooks, 1992). The impacts of globalization and 
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mechanization have spread to the Middle East through trade routes between countries and 

the large commercial cities found along these routes. Figure 2 shows some of these trade 

routes and commercial cities around them in the Arabian Peninsula and the countries in the 

area. Long-distance trade between the main centres of civilization in Europe and Asia has 

played a fundamental role in the cultural, religious, and artistic exchanges during antiquity 

(Bentley, 1996). New inventions, religious beliefs, artistic styles, handicrafts, languages, 

and social customs, as well as goods and raw materials, were transmitted by people using 

trade routes to conduct business. All these cultural and trading exchanges are reflected in 

the culture of other states, for example Hellenistic styles that were popularized by the 

Romans in the sculptural styles of Gandhara (modern-day Pakistan and northern India) and 

Gaul (modern-day France) (De Romanis and Maiuro, 2015). Cities, such as Palmyra and 

Petra on the border of the Syrian Desert, grew along these trade routes as centres of trade 

supplying merchant caravans and providing services to traders and travellers, (Taylor, 

2001). Such cities were cultural and artistic centres, where peoples of different ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds could meet and interact with each other. Thus, nomadic and pilgrim 

routes in the Middle East have shaped the region and influenced its population patterns 

(Halpern, 2015). 
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Figure 2. Historical trade routes and commercial cities in the Arabian Peninsula region and regions around 
 

 

 

3- At the local level (Saudi Arabia) 

Located at the centre of the Middle East, Saudi Arabia is both an Arabic and an Islamic 

country. It has a rich and fast-growing industrial economy and is facing strong competition 

in the international manufacturing market (Al-Filali and Gallarotti, 2012). In terms of Gross 

Domestic Product, Saudi Arabia is ranked 19th out of 129 countries according to a report 

from the International Monetary Fund (April 2018). The competitive edge of products 

exported by Saudi Arabia can be strengthened by enhancing the visual presentation of the 

products, whether by handicraft (calligraphy) or graphic design. Consequently, the demand 

for skilled calligraphers, graphic designers and commercial artists will increase to ensure 

the delivery of high-quality visual product presentation. For this reason, the Saudi 

government has established a National Strategy for Handicrafts Development in the 

HISTORICAL ATLAS OF THE ISLAMIC WORLD

The Indian Ocean to 1499

Dhow is a generic term for a variety of

lateen-rigged craft that plied the Indian

Ocean. Designed for seasonal

monsoons, the dhows stayed close to the

coast, planning their runs to coincide

with the monsoon cycles.

Before the advent of Islam the Indian Ocean
was part of an overlapping and interconnect-
ed local, regional, and transcontinental net-
work of trade routes stretching between
China, Southeast Asia, East Africa, and the
Mediterranean.

The Periplus (Circuit) of the Erythrean
Sea, a Greek-language merchant-mariner’s
guide of the first century, describes two mar-
itime trade routes commencing from ports on
the Red Sea (i.e., Myus Hormus, Leuke
Kome, and Berenike). These connected mer-
chants of the classical Greco-Roman world
engaged in the trade of items such as textiles,
copper, spices, and slaves to their partners on
the western Indian Ocean littoral. One route
went down through the Red Sea to southern
Arabia by Muza (Mocha) and Dioscurides

(Socotra), to northeast Africa (Adulis and
Opone in Axum/Ethiopia), and down the
coast of East Africa by way of Menouthias
near Pemba as far as Rhapta (whose site is yet
to be discovered, but may be Bagamoyo on the
coast of modern Tanzania). The other route
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THE INDIAN OCEAN TO 1499

veered toward India’s northwestern shores by
Barygaza (Broach) and then south to Muziris
Cranganore and Komar (Cape Comorin).

The movements of people and goods were
regulated by the Indian Ocean’s predictable
monsoon cycle. The benign northeast or win-
ter monsoon lasts approximately half the year
(from November to March). Before the days of

powered navigation, the northeast monsoon
allowed the large lateen-rigged sails of the
Arabian, Persian, and Indian dhows to sail
such routes as Aden to Cochin with the sails
trimmed to keep the ship pointing as closely as
possible into the direction of the wind. They
traded up the Malabar coast of India on the
opposite tack before returning with their sails
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Kingdom in 2007, supporting all handicrafts through the following measures: the 

establishment of a regulatory organization to coordinate the tasks and responsibilities of 

the craft industry; financial support and funding; practical training from primary school to 

university level; social awareness; commercial promotion and providing craft materials and 

securing government buildings in every city or village (Maarouf, 2006). This study will 

specifically focus on the culture of Saudi Arabia as an Arab-Islamic country from an 

ethnographic perspective, explaining government policies in the arts and handicrafts field, 

and understanding the status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design and the five factors 

affecting their promotion and preservation.  

Domestic Saudi artworks and handicrafts have been negatively impacted by 

globalization and mechanization, especially Arabic calligraphy, which faces considerable 

competition from the large amount of handmade paintings imported from Turkey, Iran, 

Pakistan and some countries in East Asia, in addition to competition from machine-printed 

products, whether imported or locally made. The career opportunities and skill base of 

traditional Arabic calligraphers are being replaced by modern technology (computers, 

graphics software, high-definition printers) in Saudi Arabia, just as they have been in other 

countries (Alnajdi, 2001).  Alnajdi (ibid.) asserts that the nature of Arabic letters has certain 

standards and follows specific handwriting rules that are difficult for a computer program 

to reproduce. However, there have been attempts by some Arab and Muslim programming 

engineers, such as Syrian calligraphers Mamoun Sakkal and Jamal Bustan, and Egyptian 

designer Mohamed Jaber, to create programs have typefaces similar to the calligraphic 

styles. At present, there are websites, programs and computer applications, such as Kelk, 

FontLab, Fontographer and Font Creator, eMashq and Nashir-al-sahafi-yaqout programs, 

as well as MirEmad and QalamBartar, Iranian programs created by the maryamsoft 

company, that design digital professional calligraphic models (typefaces) similar to the 
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hand-drawn calligraphy designs. This can be seen in Figure 3 which shows the same Arabic 

sentence: it consists of three words that mean ‘Glorified be Allah’ written by hand (on the 

left) and a computer generated design (typesetting) (on the right).  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Difference between digital calligraphy (on the right side) and hand-drawn calligraphy (on the left side) 

of same words 
 

 

 

Arabic calligraphy has started to merge with graphic design in Saudi Arabia, 

although there is a tension between their exponents (Zeyad, 2004). Despite the fact that 

graphic design is an ancient art, it is considered a recent field of design in Saudi Arabia that 

links to the current era of technological globalization (ibid.). As Meggs and Purvis (2011:7) 

state, 
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The new developments [of graphic design] have often been spurred by changes in 

technology, such as the invention of movable type or of lithography. Creative exchange 

among designers has also played a role, and this is especially true today, with the World 

Wide Web as a medium of communication.  

 

It is not possible to ignore the effects, but there may be ways to combine the traditional art 

(Arabic calligraphy) with the modern technological art (graphic design). Calligraphers and 

designers, therefore, can preserve authenticity, culture, identity and traditional styles, whilst 

at the same time creating new designs of Arabic calligraphy that can be passed on to future 

generations. These new calligraphic designs may have similar or different meanings from 

the traditional ones. This study will specifically focus on Arabic calligraphy and graphic 

design as visual communicational languages that carry signs and messages with meanings, 

exploring the links and potentialities between the theoretical, practical and cultural aspects 

of these disciplines. 

 

Theoretical aspect 

In Figure 4 and Table 1 are illustrated the several theories that articulate, as a whole, the 

methodology that supports the different stages of the research.  

 

Practical aspect 

This aspect addresses the history of Arabic calligraphy and its styles, types (Figure 4) and 

developments in other art and design fields (Chapter One). It also discusses the link 

between Arab-Islamic identity and Arabic calligraphic designs created by hand or machine. 

Moreover, it covers the interconnected history of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

and their respective roles in design sustainability in the Saudi creative industry (Chapter 

Two).  
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Cultural aspect 

This aspect focuses on the national culture of Saudi Arabia; its identity, language, religion, 

gender (in Figure 4) as well as its traditional handicrafts and its crafts policy (Chapter 

Three). It also encompasses the status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design and the 

major factors that have influenced, positively or negatively, their enhancement (Chapter 

Three).  

Figure 4. The research context that have emerged through data analysis 
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Table 1. The theoretical aspect of this research 

Theoretical aspect 
Theory Where in the 

context 

The related Question/Objective 

1 Semiotics 
Theory 
 

Signifier and 
Signified in Arabic 
calligraphy 
(Chapter One) 

Understanding how calligraphers and designers 
communicate to their audience by using their 
hands to write ornate designs of calligraphic text 
styles or using visual elements in their works. 
Also, useful to explore the relationship between 
Arabic calligraphy and other art and design fields. 

2 Adonis Theory 
 
 

In chirography 
versus Arabic 
calligraphy 
 (Chapter One) 

Demonstrating that the concept of Arabic 
calligraphy is constant in what it represents in 
religious contexts, its origins of its writings, spirit 
and meanings. It is timeless in its style and form 
(especially its fusions within architecture, fine art, 
and graphic design).  

3 Culture 
Theory 
(National) 
 

The status of 
handicrafts in Saudi 
Arabia (Chapter 
Three) 

Understanding the Saudi culture and how the 
Arabic language formed Arabic identity in 
general, and Saudi identity in particular.  

4 Identity 
Theory 

Arabic calligraphy 
and identity 
(Chapter One) 

Understanding the relationship between Arabic 
calligraphy and language and the identity of Arabs 
and Muslims.  

5 Cultural 
Appropriation 
and 
Misappropriati
on 
Theory 

In Arabic 
calligraphy and 
identity  
(Chapter one) 

Understanding the terms cultural ‘appropriation’, 
borrowing/stealing, by another culture to use as 
decorative art forms by those who do not 
understand the spiritual significance of the objects 
and ‘misappropriation’, inappropriate or profane 
use of the objects or symbols.  

6 Value Theory 
(with 
relevance to 
cultural 
theory) + 
(handmade 
and machine) 

The aesthetic and 
functional aspects 
of Arabic 
calligraphy as a 
handicraft 
(Chapter One) 

Understanding the aesthetic and functional values 
of Arabic calligraphy as a handicraft, either by 
hand or by machine, and the relationship between 
the core aspects of value that are relevant to 
cultural theory (aesthetic and economic) in the 
context of Arab culture. In addition, it can explain 
why the Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920) 
was a reaction against the Industrial Revolution 
(Parker, 1998). 
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Participants in this Research 

The researcher has carried out research field-work between 2016-2017 in Saudi Arabia in 

Jeddah, Taif, Riyadh, Madinah and Makkah. Forty individual interviews have been 

conducted, divided into three respondent groups with brief credentials for each interviewee, 

where the respondents were calligraphers, designers or from handicraft education. The 

number of respondents in each group was based on the existing respondents whom the 

researcher had targeted during the fieldwork. The participants were ten Calligraphers, ten 

Graphic designers, twenty Administrators and organizers of governmental (ten 

participants) and non-governmental (ten participants) organizations that are concerned 

about handicrafts and arts. Interviews were conducted in some governmental organisations 

such as the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), Saudi Arabian 

Society for Culture and Arts (SASCA) in Riyadh, Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural 

Festival in Riyadh, Souk Okaz in Taif, Kiswa Al-Ka’ba factory in Makkah, King Fahd 

Glorious Quran Printing Complex in Madinah, Saudi Scientific Association of Arabic 

calligraphy in Makkah, and non-governmental institutes that taught Arabic calligraphy or 

graphic design in Makkah and Jeddah. Also, a total of 150 questionnaires were distributed 

in many places such as Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival in Riyadh and Souk Okaz 

in Taif targeting the Saudi public, craftspeople and calligraphers. Also, they were 

distributed in Taif university targeting students and some lecturers in the Art and Design 

department. 

 

Research Contribution  

Reviewing the literature on Arabic calligraphy indicates that very few studies exist about 

Arabic calligraphy as heritage, especially studies that are conducted within the context of 
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Saudi Arabia, nor are there any studies that are directly interested in the relationship 

between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the Saudi creative industry. This 

research, therefore, by addressing the status of Arabic calligraphy, makes a contribution to 

filling this gap in the literature. The study was carried out in Saudi Arabia, so approaches 

and recommendations will be consistent with this country's own religion, objectives, 

industry, economy and regulations. 

This research explores the social role of Arabic calligraphy by looking at 

community traditions, the significance of culture, the calligrapher's skills and the role of 

international competition in improving its status in Saudi Arabia. The relationship between 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in Saudi culture and industry is examined and the 

role of technology in changing some of the Arabic design styles from traditional patterns, 

which may, in turn, cause a change in national identity and culture, is explored. 

Furthermore, this study investigates how the combination of traditional Arabic calligraphy, 

contemporary graphic design, technology, the media and other forms of marketing have 

impacted the promotion of Saudi cultural production. By studying these aspects, this 

research will help uncover critical areas in the education process which have not been 

thoroughly studied previously, as far as this researcher can ascertain. Therefore, 

recommendations that have emerged from this research regarding Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design could be of great educational value to schools, universities, marketing 

agencies and cultural industries in Saudi Arabia.  

To address its research questions and hypothesis, this study refers to existing 

literature on: Saudi handicrafts; craftsmen and craftswomen; culture and identity; Arabic 

calligraphy as a handicraft; graphic design as a new field in Saudi Arabia; the impact of 

mechanization and globalization; influential factors in enhancing Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design; the Saudi strategy to preserve handicrafts and arts; and the crafts policy in 
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promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy. This exploration of the literature is followed 

by more descriptive, observational research methods and, later, participation in the 

fieldwork (2016-2017) in Saudi Arabia, with special focus on the current situation of 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, and their relationship in the frame of Saudi culture. 

In addition, the strategy for sustaining Saudi crafts is examined, including the art and crafts 

policies in place to promote Arabic calligraphy. In order to establish an appropriate 

methodology for this research, secondary research included reading other academic and 

non-academic literature on the above-mentioned topics, also examining various pre-

existing theories about handicrafts, gender, Saudi culture, identity, visual language, design 

sustainability and the value considerations of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

products. This was later integrated within the primary data findings to construct a response 

to the research question and sub-questions. 

This study also contributes to the literature by using a combination of semiotic and 

ethnographic approaches to understand Arabic calligraphy in a holistic way, encompassing: 

distinguishing sign, signifier, the religious/spiritual meanings within the cultural context, 

text and script presentation and how graphic design, education, training and technology 

have affected its status and role.  

 

Structure of this Thesis  

The aim of this thesis is to answer the research question and sub-questions by conducting 

arguments and unravelling information. The research chapters, therefore, have been 

designed to establish links between emerging issues that will be discussed in this thesis. 

There are six chapters: 

Chapter One looks at the development of Arabic calligraphy and focuses on its 

definition, forms, history and its geographic spread over time. It also provides the 
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theoretical background of Arabic calligraphy by means of semiotic theory, and clarifies its 

historical role in other fields of art and design. This chapter answers the research question 

and sub-questions regarding the role of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi culture and creative 

industries, and its relationship with the art and design field. 

Chapter Two discusses graphic design in general, including its definition and its 

relationship with Arabic calligraphy. It reflects on the suitability of Arabic calligraphy 

styles for application in modern graphic designs, as well as the overlap between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design. Furthermore, it looks at: the suitability and applicability of 

the selected styles of Arabic calligraphy in modern graphic design; the ornamental 

techniques of Arabic calligraphy used in graphic design; the technical similarities between 

calligraphy and graphic design; Arabic calligraphy’s contribution to graphic design by hand 

or machine and sustainable design and its application to Arabic calligraphy and the graphic 

design industries. This chapter answers the research question and sub-questions regarding 

the relationship between graphic design and Arabic calligraphy in Saudi culture and 

creative industries. 

Chapter Three looks at Arabic calligraphy, Saudi culture, religion, Arabic 

language, gender, identity and the geography of the Kingdom. Also, it describes the current 

status of handicrafts, Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in Saudi Arabia, as well as 

traditional handicrafts policy, and covers the factors that affect Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design in the Kingdom. It includes the study of theories that cover the five factors 

that affect Arabic calligraphy and graphic design: educational, organizational, economic, 

social and technological. This chapter answers the research question and sub-questions 

regarding the role played by Saudi government policy in the handicrafts field in promoting 

and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as a traditional handicraft. 

Chapter Four considers the methodology appropriate to the research design and to 
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gather and analyse data. This chapter also provides details of the different research 

approaches, the decisions made for collecting and interpreting data, and how these best 

responds to the research question and sub-questions. 

Chapter Five covers the field study and data analysis. This chapter develops 

appropriate responses to the research question and sub-questions, based on the analysis of 

its findings. Quantitative data has been collected by using questionnaires which sample 

Saudi public opinion on the status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design and their roles 

in Saudi industry. Qualitative data has been collected from interviews with calligraphers, 

designers and organisers of governmental and non-governmental organizations that are 

concerned with handicrafts and arts, to reveal their needs and demands to support and 

promote craft and design. Data analysis is conducted using a mixed-method approach of 

qualitative and quantitative analysis, with each method responding to this research’s 

question and sub-questions independently but in conjunction with each other. 

Chapter Six presents the conclusions of this research and proposes some important 

recommendations that may contribute to the enhancement of the status and role of Arabic 

calligraphy in its organizational, educational, financial, social and technological aspects. 
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Chapter 1 -  What is Arabic Calligraphy? History, 

Meaning, Development, and Implementation in 

Educational Curricula 

This chapter aims to clarify aspects of Arabic calligraphy, with specific focus on its 

typologies, its historical trajectory, its developments within art and design, as well as its 

implementation in educational programmes across the world. It is an attempt to understand 

the reason why Arabic calligraphy is considered the most esteemed art form in the Arab-

Islamic world (Rashad, 2014). Furthermore, it establishes the historical, spiritual and 

artistic values of Arabic calligraphy from its inception in the Arabian Peninsula to its spread 

throughout the world, as well as the relationship between linguistic and spiritual meanings 

in Arabic calligraphy. 

 

 Basic Characteristics of Arabic Calligraphy  

To give a comprehensive definition of Arabic calligraphy, it is pertinent to understand the 

meaning of three interconnected concepts: ‘Arab’, Arabic script and calligraphy. ‘Arab’ 

means ‘nomad’; how the Bedouin tribes in the desert regions of the Arabian Peninsula were 

referred to (Guity, 2014). The origins of Arabic date back to an alphabet created by the 

Phoenicians, who developed it circa 1400-1250 BC in order to communicate with diverse 

cultures, especially their maritime trading partners (ibid.). This Phoenician script evolved 

into the Greek and Latin alphabets, then Aramaic, developing further into Modern Hebrew 

and Nabataean (Khan, 2001). Khan (ibid.) refers to Nabataean as a Semitic language closely 
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related to Arabic.  From the second until the fourth or fifth century AD, Nabataean script 

was used in the Arabian Peninsula until the emergence of Islam in the seventh century, after 

which Arabic script was developed and used instead (Guity, 2014). Arabic letters and script 

have several distinguishing visual features: they can be written horizontally and vertically, 

are created using a cursive style with each letter linked to another, with very few exceptions, 

and are read from right to left in texts. As Welch (1979: 22) explains:  

Written from right to left, the Arabic script at its best can be a flowing continuum of 

ascending verticals, descending curves, and temperate horizontals, achieving a measured 

balance between static perfection of individual form and paced and rhythmic movement. 

There is great variability in form: words and letters can be compacted to a dense knot or 

drawn out to great length; they can be angular or curving; they can be small or large. The 

range of possibilities is almost infinite, and the scribes of Islam labored [sic] with passion 

to unfold the promise of the script. Moreover, technical aspects were not separated from 

aesthetic and even personal criteria. Inscriptions are found incorporated in the decoration 

of almost every Islamic work, and in that of a large number of objects as well. 

 

Despite the fact that Arabic letters have variability of form, their essential shape is generally 

maintained in all forms and decorative styles; they are divided into categories according to 

their basic letter shapes, and the difference between them is determined by the existence or 

not of dots above or below each letter (Khan, 2001).  

The Arabic alphabet consists of 28 letters, 25 consonants and three long vowels (a 

 Figure 5 shows how Arabic characters correspond to the .(Turgut, 2014) (ي = I ,و = u ,ا =

Latin alphabet. Twenty two of the Arabic letters have four different forms and six have two 

forms, depending on their positioning in a word  (see Figure 6). These forms can be 

identified as: the isolated form, where the letter appears alone; the initial form, where the 

letter is located at the beginning of the word; the medial form, where the letter is located in 
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the middle of the word; and the final form, where the letter is located in the last segment of 

the word (Széll, 2012). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.The transliteration of the Arabic into Latin script 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. The four different forms of Arabic letters as represented typographically and as taught in schools  
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The 28 letters are derived from only 17 distinct forms; some letters are grouped into 

families because of their basic shape and are distinguished from one another by a dot or 

dots placed above or below the letters. There are also Arabic diacritics (Tashkil) (marks 

used as phonetic guides); Fatha, Damma, Kasra, Sukun, Shadda, and Tanwin are placed 

above or below a letter to indicate short vowels (u, a, and i) (Khan, 2001). Arabic script can 

look flat and aesthetically unappealing when it is written without dots, diacritics (Tashkil) 

and diagonal strokes, but when they are added the script comes to life.  

The term calligraphy has its origins in the Greek word Kalligraphía (kallos 

‘beauty/beautiful’ + graphos ‘writing’), thus ‘beautiful writing’. It is the art of producing 

decorative handwriting or handwritten lettering with the use of a pen or brush. It 

presupposes the art of balanced writing, disciplined by general artistic rules. In Asia, 

calligraphy is considered a major art, equal to sculpture or painting. Western calligraphy is 

recognizable by the use of the Latin alphabet, which appeared around 600 BC in Rome 

(Harris, 1995). 

Al-Nasrawi et al. (2015) suggest that calligraphy is more than a tool of 

communication; it is an art form that has been practiced in many languages such as Arabic, 

Persian, Urdu, Mongolian, Japanese and Chinese. Within the Arabic context, calligraphy 

points to the efforts of improving the quality of script and mastering handwriting (Al-

Jubouri, 2000). Arabic calligraphy is of great value to Arab and Muslim people for three 

reasons. Firstly, their religion, identity and language -- Arabic is the language of the Qur'an, 

so Muslims, both Arabs and non-Arabs, need to know how to write and read Arabic to be 

able to pray and recite the Holy Qur’an. Secondly, it has long been the only form of artistic 

expression in Islam due to the restrictions imposed by religion -- the depiction of any living 

thing, including people (especially the Prophet Muhamad peace be upon him) and animals 

is prohibited in Islam, thus restricting other forms of art such as painting and sculpture, and 
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even modern disciplines such as photography (Rashad, 2014). Similarly, in Islam, God 

cannot be represented in any physical form, be it as a sculpture or an image, to avoid the 

idolatry that prevailed in the pre-Islam era (Teparić, 2013). Since visual depiction of God 

and any living thing is forbidden, calligraphy's role as a vehicle for God's revealed word 

(to Prophet Muhamad peace be upon him) is central and extremely important. Gacek 

(2009:183) emphasises that ' calligraphy and painted decoration (non- figurative art) 

became such a fundamental element in Islamic art’. However, these restrictions imposed 

by religion lost some of their power in Ottoman Turkey, India and Iran around 1458 (Shani, 

2011); for instance, Persian art under Islam had never completely forbidden the human 

figure, and reservations about the legitimacy of Persian miniatures (a figurative form of art 

that embraces animal and human forms) appeared in Islamic tradition particularly among 

the Arabs (Gacek, 2009). Thirdly, the flexible characteristics of Arabic letters, such as the 

abilities to conform to any design, ease of formation and multiple design elements, have 

allowed Arabic to become an art in itself (Guity, 2014).  

Arabic calligraphy is a key identifier of ancient Arab-Islamic heritage and culture 

in much the same way that Pharaonic writing and symbols distinguish the ancient Egyptian 

culture. Thus, it belongs to all Arabs and Muslims (Al-Jubouri, 2000). It is embodied in the 

Holy Qur’an, Hadiths and poetry, and relies on the aesthetic expression of spiritual imagery 

that transcends the word form (Ali, 2016). This point is explained further in Section (1.2). 

Qur'anic inspiration is deeply rooted in humanistic spirituality and aesthetic values 

associated with Arabic calligraphy's spiritual quality and artistic creativity (Khan, 2001).  

In order to understand the relationship between the linguistic and spiritual meanings 

in Arabic calligraphy, especially Qur'anic verses, a theoretical framework needs to be 

considered. For the current study, semiotics theory is used and will be explained in the next 

section. 
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 Semiotics Theory: Signifier and Signified in Arabic Calligraphy  

The most basic definition of semiotics is ‘the study of signs’ (Dorsey, 2003), a discipline 

that studies signs and symbols in sign systems, and how meaning is constructed from them 

and understood (Chandler, 2007). The concepts and theories around 'signs' have attracted 

the attention of many theorists and philosophers, from Ancient Greek thinkers to medieval 

scholars and Arab intellectuals (Versteegh, 2013). Semiotics, like other theories, has a 

historical extension that evolves from its ancient roots (the study of linguistic signs by the 

Ancient Greeks) to the articulation of its scientific foundations in the twentieth century (Al-

Omari, 2009).  

In Western culture, the term ‘semiotics’ refers to 'the study of signs', while in 

Middle-Eastern culture it has taken a different course of growth. This research will discuss 

semiotics in both cultures.  

Modern Western semiotics began in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

with two scholars: Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), and American 

philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) (Dorsey, 2003). The term was first used 

by Peirce at the beginning of the twentieth century, and has become the dominant term used 

for the science of signs. Peirce recognized that meanings depend on referential contexts and 

systemic codes (Gorlée, 1994). Saussure's model is in the dyadic tradition in which the two 

parts of a sign consist of a ‘sign vehicle’ and its meaning (ibid.). Signs can take the form of 

words, images, sounds, gestures or objects, or in combinations of these. Writing is 

considered the visual representation of language, using a system of graphic signs that is 

adopted by a community of people throughout the centuries (Slim et al., 2014). Writing 

systems have been used by people to communicate and send messages across time and 

space since the era of the Ancient Egyptians, Assyrians, Chinese and Phoenicians. (Abdul 

Jalil, 2001). Writing, including calligraphy, makes language visible through line, form and 
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typography. The analysis of written texts has to be connected to the contents, so as to ensure 

visibility. 

As Umberto Eco states, ‘semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken 

as a sign’ (1976: 7). Language is the dominant model of a sign system for semiotics. The 

linguistics of Saussure has been particularly seminal in the development of modern 

semiotics (Edgar et al., 2007). In semiotics, Saussure highlights the concept of the linguistic 

sign and the relationship between what he terms as the ‘signifier’ and the ‘signified’, see 

Figure 7 (Allen, 2004). A sign, in his terms, is composed of a signifier and a signified that 

form an indissociable unity like two sides of the same coin. Signifiers can be words (even 

a simple jumble of letters), symbols, photographs or the written image, whilst the term 

‘signified’ is the concept indicated by the signifier, which varies between people and 

contexts (Chandler, 2007). Saussure points out that the signifier reflects the signified, 

creates the signified in terms of meaning (Edgar et al., 2007): a signifier without a signified 

has no meaning; a signified without a signifier is impossible.  He also defines semiotics as 

a science that studies life-signs in a social framework (Saussure, 1983; 1974). Saussure’s 

theory has been developed by several theorists and linguists, such as Barthes (1988), 

Jacques Lacan (1985), and Claude Lévi-Strauss (1986). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7. Saussure’s model of the sign, Based on Saussure theory 

 

 

Signifier
Signified
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Barthes (1988) altered Saussure's theory (signifier and signified) to his own 

purposes and extended its reach and implications (ibid.). The fundamental difference 

between Barthes’ signifier and signified and Saussure’s is that Barthes was interested in the 

application of linguistics to the non-verbal signs that exist around us in our everyday life - 

more so than Saussure's linguistic sign (Allen, 2004); he was particularly interested in how 

things mean instead of in what things mean. However, Barthes applied a methodology that 

was derived from Saussurean linguistics in the domain of culture by using the theory of 

second-degree sign systems (Chandler, 2007). He used a first-order sign as a platform for 

its own signifier which, in turn, will have its own signified, thus forming a new sign, which 

is the myth (ibid.), see Figure 8 

 

 

Signifier 1 Signified 1 

Sign 1 ® Signifier 2 Signified 2 

Sign 2 ® myth 

 

Figure 8. Orders of signification adapted from Barthes mythology  
 

 

That said, some theorists and linguists have criticised Saussure's theory for being 

overly simplistic (Stam, 2000; Ogden and Richards, 1923; Gardiner, 1992). Concerned 

about language’s future development, for instance in The Meaning of Meaning (1923), 

Ogden and Richards proposed an alternative to Saussure’s theory, which they named ‘the 

science of symbolism’ (Ogden and Richards, 1946). They rejected Saussure’s definition of 

the sign as coincidence of signifier and signified and were concerned with that which falls 
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outside the sign (external meaning) (ibid.). They also used the term ‘language’ to refer only 

to the collection of symbols, in contrast to Saussure’s claim that meaning resides in 

language (ibid.). However, this research is not concerned with the more sophisticated 

theories of semiotics as applied to Arabic calligraphy; instead, it works with aspects of both 

Saussure and Barthes's theories, since they provide a framework that is sufficient and 

appropriate for this study.  

Based on Saussure's theory, signs occur as combinations of a signifier/form and a 

signified/meaning; this means that Arabic calligraphic designs are signs that comprise 

forms and linguistic meanings related to what is written inside the calligraphic images. 

Barthes's theory, Figure 9 shows that any Arabic calligraphic design creates a sign in level 

1, the level of language. It consists of signifier 1 (different colours and shades of ink on 

paper in some specific order) and signified 1 (Arabic letters, ornamental designs (Islamic 

vegetal and geometric patterns), small decorative designs between verses and diacritical 

marks (Tashkil / vocalization). But sign 1 becomes the signifier for level 2 (different styles 

and designs of Arabic calligraphy), the level of myth. It refers to signified 2 (connotations 

of Islamic art and traditional craft), thus forming a new sign 2 (icon or symbol that 

embodies Arab-Islamic identity and carries multiple meanings that are related to religion 

and Arab-Islamic culture in its designs and different styles). 
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Figure 9. Applying the orders of signification  
(Adapted by the researcher from Barthes’ table on Arabic calligraphy) 

 
 

 

 

The analysis of any calligraphic design connects to its contents that are related to Arab-

Islamic culture and Muslim religion, as will be explained in the paragraphs that follow in 

this section (also, see Figure 10 and Figure 11). Also, it can be related to other cultures who 

use the Arabic script for their languages such as Persian, Pashto, Swahili, and Urdu, and 

Turkish. 

In Middle-Eastern culture, semiotics has gone through different stages since the advent of 

Islam in the seventh century (Ababinah, 1998). The first stage is related to the appearance 

of the word 'Al-Semia' (meaning 'semiotics') in the Holy Qur'an, the first major source of 

guidance for Muslims, in Surah Al-Fath verse 29 (Ali, 2016). God said in the Holy Qur'an;  

 

'Muhamad is the Messenger of Allah; and those with him are forceful against the 

disbelievers, merciful among themselves. You see them bowing and prostrating [in prayer], 

seeking bounty from Allah and [His] pleasure. Their mark is on their faces from the trace 

of prostration' (Qur’anic verse: 29). 

 

Any Arabic calligraphic design consists of 

Different colours and 
shades of ink on paper in some 

specific order

Signifier 1

Signified 2

Signified 1

Sign1            Signifier 2

Sign 2            myth
Icon or symbol that embodies Arab-Islamic identity and carries multiple meanings that are related 

to religion and Arab-Islamic culture in its designs and different styles.

Different styles and designs of Arabic calligraphy Connotations of Islamic art and traditional craft

Arabic letters, ornamental designs 
(Islamic vegetal and geometric 

patterns), small decorative designs 
between verses, diacritical marks 

(Tashkil / vocalization).
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The word 'Al-Semia' appears in this verse in the sense of the sign/mark (ibid.). The sacred 

texts in the Holy Qur'an reference several sciences such as astronomy, medicine, poetry, 

semiotics, history and mathematical sciences, including algebra, although they appeared in 

pre-Islamic texts (Omar, 2011). Muslim scientists of different disciplines, with their 

intellectual roots in religious culture, confined the general framework for semantic research 

to the religious domain for the interpretation of the verses of the Holy Qur’an (Versteegh, 

2013). There are other verses that include the word of ‘Al-Semia’, or signs, to communicate 

between humans instead of speech, which are always connected to knowledge. The goal of 

these verses is to understand human existence and language as a system of signs (Berisha, 

2017). In the Holy Qur’an, God calls upon believers and unbelievers to study, contemplate, 

and reflect on his countless signs to realise that this (the Holy Qur’an) is the truth (Ali, 

2016). For example, in Surah Fussilat, God said 'We shall (continue to) show them our 

signs in the horizons and within themselves, until it becomes manifest to them that this (the 

Holy Qur’an) is the truth' (Qur’anic verse: 53). The interpretation of this verse is that Allah 

(God) will show believers and unbelievers his signs in different regions of the heavens and 

the Earth and in their own selves so that it may become clear to them, that they may 

understand that the Holy Qur’an is the truth (ibid.). This Qur'anic verse has inspired Muslim 

artists to search for signs in the external (visible) and in the inner (hidden) worlds (Teparić, 

2013). All Qur'anic verses have linguistic and spiritual meanings related to stories that 

happened earlier and others that will occur later, as well as preaching and Godly commands 

(Qansu, 2011). Arabic calligraphic designs have been associated with these meanings, 

stories and commands; for instance, Figure 10 shows a written verse of Surah An-Nahl (91) 

using Thuluth calligraphic design by calligrapher Mohamed al-Haddad. This verse means 

‘fulfillment of a covenant to Allah’. The sign of the straight letter of Alef (أ) (the first letter 

in the Arabic alphabet) embodies the significance of the Godly commands in the need to 
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fulfill covenants, keep promises and fulfill oaths after confirming them (Ali, 2016). Its 

repetition, five times over different parts of the design, is an affirmation of the meaning of 

integrity and fulfilling covenants with other people (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 10. A written verse of Surah An-Nahl (91) by using Thuluth calligraphic style by calligrapher Mohammed 
al-Haddad  

 

 

 

The Arabic calligraphic designs of Qur'anic verses in any image signify linguistic 

and spiritual signifieds in order to influence viewers and attract them to the meaning of the 

verse inside the calligraphic image. From this relationship between signifier and its 

signified, readers can understand the deeper significances beyond (Barthes's theory). 

Furthermore, the term ‘Al-Semia’, in the sense of ‘sign’, also occurs in the Arabic 

calligraphic designs for the Hadith sayings (a collection of traditions containing sayings of 

the Prophet Muhamad (peace be upon him), the second major source of guidance for 

Muslims after the Holy Qur’an), and in poetry. Figure 11 shows Thuluth calligraphic design 

for a part of Prophet Muhamad's Hadith (his sayings) designed by calligrapher Hamed 

AlAmadi (Ali, 2016). This part of the Prophet's Hadith is an interrogative question, 'Should 

I not be a grateful slave?', meaning that gratitude to God is shown through deeds (ibid.). 
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The calligrapher designed the interrogative style clearly by arranging the letters ascending 

upwards, meaning that thanks and gratitude are directed towards the creator (God) (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 11. A part of Prophet Muhamad's Hadith (his sayings) designed by calligrapher Hamed Al Amadi 
 

 

 

 

In the second stage, from the seventh to ninth centuries, semiotics was more 

associated with magic, divination and sorcery, relying on the secrets of letters and symbols 

and schematic indications (Abdullah et al., 2016). It was sometimes linked to chemistry, 

philosophy and logic; stripping the meanings into organized chains to reach facts. For 
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example, Al-Omari (2009) states that Jabir ibn Hayyan al-Tawhidi (721-815) was accused 

of being a great magician because of his great knowledge of alchemy. The old science of 

‘Al-Semia’ (semiotics) interacts with the universe and nature, encompassing a wide and 

varied field (Omar, 2011). Its purpose is to recognize the relationships between signs and 

it draws on a variety of sources including nature, alchemy, philosophy, psychology, 

mathematics, linguistics and even magic (Al-Omari, 2009). Arabic linguistics was one of 

the first sciences to mature in Arab civilization. Contemporary Western linguistics has 

benefited from its research into Arab heritage, conveying a lot about it (Omar, 2011). 

Qur’anic interpreters and philosophers since the ninth century, such as Al-Jahiz (776-869), 

Qudamah ibn Jaafar (873-948), Al-Askari (920-1005) and Ibn Arabi (1165-1240) were 

using the term semiotics long before it became a theory in modern linguistics in the West 

(Berisha, 2017). 

In the third stage, from the ninth to twelfth centuries, many Muslim scholars, 

especially philosophers, such as al-Farabi (870-950), Ibn Jinni (934-1002), Ibn Sina (980-

1037), al-Ghazali (1058-1111) and Ibn Rushd (1126-1198), directed ‘Al-Semia’ (semiotics) 

to the philosophical side of the language (logic and controversy) (Abdullah et al., 2016). 

This means that the concept of the interpretive sign was not confined to the religious 

domain (the Qur'anic text), but was extended to literary work (Ababinah, 1998). They 

focused on significance and linguistic pronunciation that have a psychological impact, 

'mental image', that is not far from Saussure’s theory of semiotics (signifier/signified) (Ali, 

2016). These scholars also considered writing to be a signifier of the word, which in turn 

indicates the meanings (signifieds) (Al-Omari, 2009). Based on Ibn Sina's (980-1037) view 

of writing as a function of utterance, and utterance as indicative of meanings (mental 

image), one can imagine a sequence of meaning, as Barthes's theory (see Figure 12): 
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Figure 12. Sequence of Meaning, based on Ibn Sina's view 
 

 

 

 

Therefore, there are three signifiers (the writing, the utterance, and the meaning), and three 

signified (the utterance, the meaning, and the external idea/concept). This illustrates some 

of the convergence between ‘Al-Semia’ in Middle-Eastern culture and modern semiotics in 

Western culture (Ali, 2016). 

The fourth stage, from twelfth to fifteenth centuries, was instigated by Arab Muslim 

literary critics, such as Abdul Rahman bin Khaldun (1332-1406) and Sharif al-Jarjani 

(1340-1413), using semiotics as a way of analysing literary writings. The semiotic 

approach originated by medieval Arab scientists was not meant to be limited to signs, 

symbols and icons, but also to take these elements into a whole world of relationships for 

semiotics to explore (Abdullah et al., 2016). So, semiotics was adapted for use in modern 

critiques, influenced by philosophical and logical characteristics as it is now (Al-Omari, 

2009).  

These contributions made by the Arab and Muslim philosophers and scientists in 

the four stages have been important to modern semantics (Abdul Jalil, 2001). They also 

prove the existence of semiotics in Arab heritage; this is reflected in the concept of the 

semiotic in traditional Arabic calligraphic designs (Ababinah, 1998). An example of a 

single word, which is a Qur'anic verse that carries many meanings, will be explained in 

later paragraphs in this section (see Figure 14). 

Writing 
Signifier 
               

 External thing
     Signified

Uutterance
                Signifier / Signified                 

Meaning (mental image)
Signifier / Signified
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Al-Jahiz (776-869), Ibn Sina (980-1037) and Al-Ghazali (1058-1111), were 

Muslim logicians, jurists and philosophers who contributed to semiotics through the 

science of Al-Bayan, a branch of Arabic rhetoric dealing with metaphorical language (Ali, 

2016). In Arabic, the word Al-Bayan refers to the reality of the expression of meaning in a 

language that is not necessarily the language of speech, but it expands to encompass all 

possible means of expression (ibid.). The science of Al-Bayan connects idea and verbal 

expression or writing with interpreting knowledge. It has five semantic types that signify 

the meaning: utterance (Al-Lafz), gesticulation (Al-Ishara), knots (Al-'Uqad), writing (Al-

Khatt) and the state (Al-Hal) (Murdoch and Sylla, 2012). Al-Jahiz looked at the world signs 

comprehensively though Al-Bayan; his rulings were inspired by the Holy Qur’an in which 

many signs are used to indicate a vast universe created by God as evidence of his divinity 

and majesty (Abdul Jalil, 2001). Al-Jahiz points to the universality of these five tools and 

explains the relationship between them which reveals meanings in the sentences of the Holy 

Qur’an and the interpretation of their facts (Murdoch and Sylla, 2012). For example, he 

explains that gesticulation (Al-Ishara) and utterance (Al-Lafz) are partners (ibid.). This 

means that gesticulation (Al-Ishara), which is a non-linguistic sign that includes the 

expression of different psychological and biological cases by using the body, such as the 

hand or head, or an item, such as a garment or sword, is the signifier of an utterance (ibid.). 

Additionally, the use of gesticulation (Al-Ishara) is also an abbreviated and expressive way 

of utterance (Al-Lafz) (Ali, 2016). Knots (Al-'Uqad), such as the arithmetic figures in the 

verses of the Qur'an, bear many meanings and great benefits, and carry signifiers that refer 

to a signified. (ibid.). Writing (Al-Khatt) is a written statement of spoken language, 

containing many signs (ibid.). State (Al-Hal) is an extension of gesticulation (Al-Ishara), a 

sign of every silent, audible or visual image carried by signified related to their signifiers 

(Abdul Jalil, 2001). These five semantic types of the science of Al-Bayan are also similar 
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to Barthes’s mythology (1988), describing semiotics as mythology (complex systems of 

signifiers/signified). 

After viewing the historical trajectory of semiotics in the East and West, this section 

has shown that there is a strong correlation between semiotics in their old form and 

approach and modern semiotics. It has also shown that there are some differences, mainly 

that modern semiotics is more systematic, complex and philosophical than the old form. 

This historical trajectory has helped uncover meaning at the foundations of traditional 

calligraphic designs and the relationship between what is written and what is referred to as 

spiritual and religious meanings. As the concept of ‘sign’ and its nature is the basic concept 

of ‘Al-Semia’ (semiotics) in the Eastern tradition, Muslims view the world, with all its 

creatures, as indications of the existence of their Creator (Allah/God) (Omar, 2011). This 

view is supported by the content of the Qur'an, which confirms our interpretation of the 

concept of semiotics in Islamic thought (Abdul Jalil, 2001). Therefore, the Qur'anic written 

words (the words of God) in traditional calligraphic styles carry signifiers for stories, 

orders, preaching, commandments, warnings, scientific facts and others (signified) (Khan, 

2001). Since its inception, traditional Arabic calligraphic design has represented the 

linguistic vehicle for the words of God to Muslims, and continues to be associated with 

Quranic texts to this day; hence, traditional calligraphic characters are the signifiers for the 

word of God (signified) in Qur'anic scripts (Ali, 2016). Arabic calligraphy amounts to an 

aesthetic regime of the signifier, and has the same meanings and semantic concepts of 

writing in general. 

In this study, the relationship between signifier and signified in written texts in 

calligraphic and graphic products will be explained. The signifier in this study is Arabic 

calligraphy and the signified is the thought or concept that relates to what is written 

(linguistic and spiritual meanings). Semiotic theory can also be applied to calligraphic 
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styles in works of art and graphics, including where there have been changes to the 

meanings of these calligraphic designs in these products. For example, traditional 

calligraphic designs retain their sanctity and their connection to the religion in architectural 

works within mosques, palaces or paintings bearing verses and phrases quoted from the 

Holy Qur’an and Hadiths. However, this religious connection disappears from these 

traditional calligraphic designs once they are used for commercial purposes in graphic and 

fashion products or scholarly and scientific works or literature and administrative 

documents and become a symbol of language and identity only. The research explains this 

highly relevant point to the discussion in more detail in Chapter Two. 

The experience of reading Arabic words in Arabic calligraphic designs of Qur'anic 

manuscripts involves the merging of visible language (signifier) and the non-visible and 

spiritual concept (signified). This means that when a Muslim is reading the verses directly 

in the Holy Qur’an or on calligraphic products, they will read and think of the linguistic 

meaning of these verses including the visible language (Arabic calligraphy), and also the 

non-visible and spiritual meaning (Ali, 2016). The best example of this are words in the 

ancient Qur'anic manuscripts, which bear connotations of spiritual and moral values and 

meanings linked to meaningful stories (ibid.).  As mentioned previously (Section 1.1) 

Arabic calligraphy is ornate written language, so what applies to the language applies to 

the calligraphy, whether the language is Arabic or not. Therefore, there are spiritual and 

artistic aspects of Arabic calligraphy that hold importance for Arabs and Muslims alike 

(Khan, 2001). The way that Arabic calligraphy communicates is not the same for every 

reader and viewer (ibid.). For those who know Arabic language and Islam, the function of 

Arabic letters, words and sentences is not simply to express their value as linguistic 

concepts, but also to convey the inner spiritual meaning to which they are linked (Ali, 
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2016). This means that the understanding of Arabic scripts has two goals: linguistic, 

whether the language is Arabic or not, and spiritual. 

For further clarification, in Figure 13, the word Iqra (read) has been designed by 

hand (calligraphic work) and by using computer to create icon and symbol for items such 

logos, posters and advertisements. This icon or sign, similar to Barthes's mythology (1988), 

consists of signifier 1 (black colour and shade of ink) that refers to signified 1 (Arabic 

letters and diacritical marks (Tashkil). This sign 1 has become a new signifier (2) for a 

second meaning of the word Iqra (new signified). Figure 14 illustrates the multiple 

meanings (new signifieds) compared to the original signified (1) by calligraphy. There is 

an intellectual and spiritual meaning, reminding the reader of the first verse in the Holy 

Qur'an, the story of the Prophet Muhamad's revelation, the reason for the descent of this 

Qur'anic verse in Surat Al-A'ala (Saeed, 1993). Moreover, the spiritual and intellectual 

meaning of the word Iqra (read) has two dimensions; temporal and locative (ibid.). In the 

temporal dimension, the word Iqra reminds the reader of the advent of Islam with the 

Prophet Muhamad (peace be upon him) in the seventh century, while the locative 

dimension refers to the place where this word was said for the first time, i.e. the Cave of 

Hira in the Mountain of Light in the Arabian Peninsula (ibid.). The second meaning, 

signified by Iqra in logos etc., is the linguistic dimension of the word, i.e. a verb which 

literally means ‘read and understand’. Thus, together they form a new sign, the myth, about 

future intellectual guidance on the importance of reading and knowledge.  
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Figure 13. The word Iqra (means read) written by hand on the left side and designed by using a computer on the 

right side 	

	

	

Written and designed 
by using computer programs 

 Written and designed 
by hand

The word Iqra (means read) as an icon in 
logos, posters and advertisements. 



           

 67 

	

	

	
Figure 14. The word Iqra (read), its dimensions, its meanings and how it is related to semiotic theory  

(Designed by the researcher) 
 

 

 

Semiotics is the science of interpreting meanings of symbols and signs; the Holy 

Qur’an contains many connotations, symbols and signs that need to be interpreted. 

Therefore, Qur’anic manuscripts written by using Arabic calligraphic traditional designs of 
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various calligraphic styles bear many signifiers to many signifieds (Khan, 2001). Since its 

inception, this link between Arabic calligraphy and the Holy Qur’an has existed, with 

exhibitions, museums, palaces and houses still being decorated with paintings that contain 

Qur'anic texts in various calligraphic patterns (Al-Jubouri, 2000). Examples of Qur'anic 

writings throughout history and the evolution of calligraphic patterns will be illustrated in 

Chapter Two. 

Calligraphers and artists have been fully aware of the linguistic and spiritual 

meanings created in their work (see above, Ali, 2016). They have incorporated the spiritual 

characteristics of Arabic calligraphy in paintings by writing verses of the Qur'an, the Hadith 

of the Prophet Muhamad (peace be upon him), Arabic poetry and daily wisdom in order to 

remind their audience of their religion and their past through these signs, so as to take 

advantage of them in their current and future lives (ibid.). Thus, these artworks 

communicate with Arabs and Muslims, including non-Muslims Arabs. However, for those 

who see Arabic calligraphy as a self-referential signifier, they do not see or understand, or 

choose to ignore, the Word of God as being signified, because they are not aware of the 

linguistic and spiritual meanings that are implied in calligraphic works. The chart in Figure 

15 shows how Arabic calligraphic designs (signifier/signified) are viewed by different 

groups of people on the basis of how connected they are to Arabic scripts and Islamic 

religion from the researcher perspective. The left-hand side of the chart shows what Arabic 

calligraphic designs signify to Arab people, comparing Muslims, Group A, to non-

Muslims, Group B. For Group A, Arabic calligraphic designs signify many more 

connotations than to Group B. Both groups see Arabic calligraphic designs as 

representative of their Arab identity, Arabic language and a form of Islamic art, as well as 

conveying the linguistic value of the words; however, for Group A, there is the additional 

connotation that relates to the religion of Islam. The right-hand side of the chart shows what 
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Arabic calligraphic designs signify to the non-Arab reader. Group C are non-Arab Muslims 

and therefore Arabic calligraphic designs do not refer to Arabic language but refer to 

Muslim identity for them. However, due to their Islamic religion, Arabic calligraphic 

designs actually have more connotations for them than for Arabs who are not Muslims. 

Some of the non-Arab non-Muslims of Group D see Arabic calligraphic designs as 

representative of their own identity based on their language and use the Arabic alphabet in 

their writings and the rest simply see the aesthetic value of the letters. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Comparative criteria of what Arabic calligraphy represents to 4 different groups of people  
(Designed by the researcher) 
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 History of Arabic Calligraphy 

From the previous section, Arabic calligraphy represents a cultural icon of spiritual and 

philosophical importance, where calligraphy conveys the meanings of the words and 

embodies them in the social context. Arabic calligraphy, with its semantic properties, has 

been considered as a rhetorical method of visual dialogue throughout Arab history, 

symbolising everything related to Arab-Islamic culture (Ali, 2016). The importance of 

referring to the historical developments of Arabic calligraphy in this research is to show 

that it has evolved into something with more social and cultural significance than abstract 

handwriting. The history of Arabic calligraphy is cyclical, much like the history of other 

forms of calligraphy; a new style of writing emerges in a given region of the world; it is 

developed and used, loses popularity and dies out, only for it to be rediscovered elsewhere 

to be reappraised and improved (Drogin, 1989). Within this context, this research has 

considered the following aspects: the geographical spread of Arabic calligraphy over time; 

Arabic calligraphy styles; chirography versus Arabic calligraphy and Arabic calligraphy 

and identity. 

 

 The Geographic Spread of Arabic Calligraphy over Time 

To present a comprehensive history of Arabic calligraphy, it is important to examine the 

history of the Arabic language itself and its importance, usage and stages of its 

development. Arabic language evolved from the Semitic group of languages (Amharic, 

Tigrinya, Hebrew, Aramaic and Maltese languages), and is most closely related to Hebrew 

and Aramaic (Alani, 2016). Historically, Arabic scripts appeared before the advent of Islam 

in the seventh century (Vweaah et al., 2006). After the revelation to the Prophet Muhamad 

(peace be upon him), verses from the Holy Qur’an were written down on separate 
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manuscripts for their preservation which, at a later stage, were collected into one book 

(George, 2010). By the eighth century, Islam had spread throughout the Middle East and 

North Africa, as did Arabic (ibid.). In regions controlled by Muslims, the languages already 

present such as the Amazigh language in North Africa, Samaritan Hebrew and Aramaic in 

the Levant and Fertile Crescent respectively, and Coptic in Egypt, disappeared due to the 

dominance of Arabic and its fertility and ‘splendour of its statement’ (Bushinah, 2012, 72). 

Languages that were able to co-exist with Arabic were greatly influence by it, especially in 

vocabulary (ibid.). It is a major source of vocabulary for many languages such as Amazigh 

(where it did survive), Somali, Swahili, Spanish, Portuguese, Turkish, Kurdish, Persian, 

Pashto, Urdu, Punjabi, Sindhi, Hindi, Tagalog, Malay and Indonesian (ibid.). Figure 16 

presents an historical map of the Islamic world, showing the geographic expansion of Islam 

from the seventh century through to the seventeenth century. Besides spreading the religion 

of Islam, Muslim conquerors succeeded in imposing the Arabic language on most of the 

regions under their control; when they did not succeed in eliminating their national 

language, they forced people to write it in Arabic script (Al-Jubouri, 2000). This is the 

reason that written and spoken Arabic spread and became the language of administration 

and commerce in the regions under the control of its Muslim conquerors alongside other 

language such as Persian and Ottoman Turkish (ibid.). In the early centuries of Islam, 

Arabic, the language of the Holy Qur'an, was the lingua franca that united Muslims of 

differing ethnicities, languages and cultures (Vweaah et al., 2006). Arabic was not only the 

official language, it was also the language of learning and, of course, religion (and remains 

so), where its alphabet has been adapted to the vernacular of the Islamic peoples (ibid.). 
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Figure 16. Historical map of the Islamic world: the geographic expansion of Islam from C7th to C17th 
 

 

 

 

The previous sections have discussed how Arabic calligraphy is an Islamic symbol with its 

creative designs and how it is related to religion, Arab-Islamic culture, as well as its 

linguistic and spiritual meanings. The following section will view the styles of Arabic 

calligraphy and their types, both early and modern, and act as an introduction for other 

sections; for example, in this chapter, this research will discuss the use of these styles in 

other art and design fields (see Sections 1.4.1, 1.4.2, 1.4.3 and 1.4.4) and the use of them 

in graphic products in Chapter two. 
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 Arabic-Script Calligraphy Styles 

There are many styles and types of Arabic calligraphy, such as Tughra, Kufic, Naskh, 

Ruq’ah, Ta'liq, Nasta'liq, Thuluth, Diwani, Muhaqqaq, Rayhani, and Sini (which was 

invented by Chinese Muslim calligraphers) (Alani, 2016). The current research only 

focuses on six main traditional Arabic calligraphy styles. These are: Kufic, Naskh, Thuluth, 

Ruq’ah, Ta'liq, and Diwani. These six styles are the most commonly used by calligraphers 

and designers of Arabic calligraphy today. They are named according to either their place 

of origin or how they are produced; for example, the Kufic script originally appeared in the 

city of Kufa and Thuluth (a third) is produced by using a one-third sized writing pen (ibid.).  

The timeline in Figure 17 clarifies the dates when the six styles of Arabic 

calligraphy emerged, using Christian and Islamic dating systems: AD2 (Anno Domini) and 

AH3 (After Hegira). These six styles, and their types, will be explained in more detail in 

the following sections in the order of their emergence: Kufic (seventh century), Naskh 

(ninth century), Thuluth (ninth century), Ta'liq (thirteenth century), Ruq’ah (fifteenth 

century), and Diwani (fifteenth century). The usage of all these styles and types has changed 

over the centuries; they were all created, ostensibly, for writing but could be used for 

decorative purposes too. Nowadays, many styles are only used for writing (WP), while 

some still see usage for ornamental or aesthetic purposes (OP) (see Figure 17).    

 
2 Anno Domini (AD), which means in Latin the year Jesus was born. 
3 After Hegira (AH), which means after hegira (the consolidation of the first Muslim community after prophet 
Muhamad's departure from Makkah to Medina in AD 622). 
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Figure 17. Timeline of the emergence of Arabic calligraphic styles since their inception  
(Designed by the researcher) 
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originally by Arab authors, as well as Persian and Turkish sources, and later in Western 

literature' (ibid.: 138). This style of Arabic script appeared in conjunction with the rise of 

Islam in the city of Kufa in the seventh century (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). It is recognized 

as the first monumental style of Arabic script. For five centuries, the Holy Qur’an was 

written using the Kufic style, hence it is also called ‘Qur'anic script’ (Al-Hussaini, 2002). 

During the 10th century and even the eleventh century, a new Kufic script began to appear 

called 'New Style' (Blair 2008: 143). Some scholars associate this new style with 
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manuscripts transcribed in the eastern Islamic lands, so it is called Eastern Kufic, Persian 

Kufic, or Eastern Persian Kufic (ibid.), while other scholars have noted that it was also used 

in manuscripts copied in the Maghrib, known as western Kufic (ibid.).  

Kufic-style letters are characterized by their straight lines and angles, with short 

curves for some letters at the ends of words. Geometric instruments such as rulers were 

often used to write or draw this style which depends on geometric rules (Alani, 2016). This 

style is characterized by floral or foliated or geometric (square) or plaited ornamentation, 

whether connected or separated between letters, to design the background of the text (ibid.). 

There are approximately 30 variants of this style, but, this research focuses on five main 

types: Kufic Basset (simple), Kufic Mo’araq (foliated), Kufic Muzaffar (plaited), Kufic 

Handasi (square), and Kufic Muzahar (floriated) (Drah, 2009), as illustrated in Figure 18. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18. Arabic writing using Kufic calligraphic style and its types 
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 Naskh Calligraphic Style 

This style of Arabic script is originated in the earliest centuries of Arabic writing alongside 

Kufic in seventh century, and was already well-structured by the ninth century (Vweaah, 

2006). It is noticeable that Kufic script and its variations became obsolete in practical use 

by the twelfth century, due to their fantastic decorative shapes (Ali, 1984). As a result, it 

was replaced by Naskh script in the early thirteenth century (ibid.). It derives its name from 

the verb ‘to copy’, because it is frequently used for copying and cloning the Holy Qur’an 

and other books (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Its letters are characterized by their clarity, 

in moderate and regular proportions (Alani, 2016).  

Naskh gained popularity after being standardised by the famous calligrapher Ibn 

Muqlah in the tenth century (ibid.). Later, Ibn Al-Bawaab (one of the most prominent 

Arabic calligraphers from Iraq) and others transformed it into an elegant script, considered 

to be both beautiful and striking and deemed worthy of use with the Holy Qur’an (Al-

Hussaini, 2003). It is the most widely used style amongst Arabic, Pashto, and Sindhi 

languages, characterized by its thin lines and round letters, making it easier to read (Khan, 

2001). Newspapers and magazines use this style in typography today in all Arab countries. 

It has been developed for printing presses, typewriters, typesetting devices and computer 

fonts (Alani, 2016). It is also considered to be an appropriate style for computers and 

smartphones using an Arabic keyboard (ibid.) (see Figure 19). The Naskh style is taught in 

primary schools, where the majority of Arab children learn how to use it until they reach 

the age of 11-12; then they learn the Ruq’ah style because it is faster to write (Suhail and 

Mashour, 2014).  
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Figure 19. Arabic writing using the Naskh calligraphic style  
 

 

 

 Thuluth Calligraphic Style 

This style of Arabic script was formulated in the ninth century, but fully developed in the 

thirteenth century (Vweaah, 2006). It was developed from Naskh Arabic calligraphy, and 

is often used in Islamic decorations and Islamic Architecture (ibid.). The name means 'a 

third' and is thus called because the width of the pen used is one-third the size of that used 

in Naskh calligraphy (Drah, 2009). This style requires a different technique than other styles 

in terms of nib-cut of the pen (reed pen) and strokes (sublinear strokes) (Gacek, 2009). 

Suhail and Mashour (2014: 57) claim that 'Thuluth style is considered the most beautiful 

and difficult among other Arabic scripts in terms of rules, scales, and ability to accomplish’. 

Also, Al-Jubouri (2000: 131) emphasises that 'Thuluth style is considered the most 

powerful style of Arabic calligraphy, and the most complex form of writing, and whoever 

can master it he can easily master the other styles of Arabic calligraphy'. It is used on 

ornamental script for calligraphic inscriptions, and in writing on the facades of mosques, 

domes and mihrabs. It is rarely used for writing the entire Qur'an but very commonly used 

for the name of suras (Bushinah, 2012). There are many versions, such as the Thuluth 

interlaced type and Thulth Jali type (with ornamental pattern), as demonstrated in Figure 

20. 
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Figure 20. Arabic writing using the Thuluth calligraphic style  

 

 

 

Thulth Jali type (with ornamental pattern) 

Thuluth interlaced type in circular and pyramidal shape 
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 Ta'liq Calligraphic Style 

This style of Arabic script has many names such as Ta'liq calligraphic style (meaning 

suspension) or Persian script. Probably derived from Tawqi' and Ruq’ah styles (Ali, 1984), 

it emerged in the beginning of the ninth century (Al-Jubouri, 2000) and was developed by 

the Persians in the early thirteenth century (Gacek, 2009). It has been replaced by Nasta'liq, 

which is a hybrid of Naskh and Ta'liq, in the late of fourteenth century (Gacek, 2009). The 

term of Nasta'liq is a composed word from Naskh and Ta'liq (Alani, 2016). Its scripts were 

used extensively by calligraphers for copying Persian anthologies, epics, creating 

miniatures, and other literary works (Al-Hussaini, 2003). Other uses included inscriptions 

on coins, seals, inkwells (inkpots) and other objects, as well as architectural inscriptions, 

but it was rarely used for copying the text of the Holy Qur'an (Gacek, 2009). This script is 

currently the most common calligraphic style among Persian and Urdu speakers, Turkish 

Muslims and Arabs and it has many variants such as Ta'liq Jali (with ornamental pattern) 

and Ta'liq Shikaste (a combination of the Ta'liq or Nasta'liq style and the Diwani style) 

(Suhail and Mashour, 2014), (see Figure 21). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ta'liq Jali (net) 
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Figure 21. Arabic writing using the Ta'liq calligraphic style  
 

 
 

 Ruq’ah Calligraphic Style   

There are two styles of this Arabic script: one emerged in the tenth century (Riqa') and the 

later one in the second half of the eighteenth century (Ruq’ah) (Gacek, 1989, 2009). Riqa' 

script is a smaller version of Tawqi' script, but finer, more ligatured and more curvilinear 

than Tawqi' (ibid.). The word Riqa' means small sheet or parchment, which it was written 

on (Bushinah, 2012). This style of Arabic script evolved from Naskh and Thuluth styles in 

tenth century (Al-Jubouri, 2000).  

Ruq’ah script is developed from the Ottoman Turkish (Diwani). It is one of the 

easiest forms of Arabic calligraphy and is characterized by its beauty and integrity (Gacek, 

2009). This style is the simplest in everyday writing and is also taught at primary schools 

(Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Its letters are short and can be written at speed (ibid.). This 

style is used to write books, newspapers, magazines, daily headlines, banners and in 

advertising (see Figure 22). Regarded as one of the scripts favoured by Ottoman 

calligraphers in the fourteenth century, it underwent improvements at that time (ibid.). 

Ta'liq Shikaste (a combination of the Ta'liq and the Diwani styles) 
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Later, it was further revised by other calligraphers and became the most popular and widely 

used script. Today, Ruq’ah is the preferred script for handwriting throughout the Arab 

world. 

 

	
	
	
	
	
	
 

 
 
 

Figure 22. Arabic writing using the Ruq’ah calligraphic style  
 

 

 Diwani Calligraphic Style 

This is a cursive style of Arabic script that was developed during the reign of the early 

Ottoman Turks in the sixteenth century (Alani, 2016). The etymology of the word Diwani 

originates from the verb dawana which means 'attach, write'; the noun diwan means 

'reception room' (ibid.). It was given its name because it was used by Ottoman officials (or 

diwans) for official documents throughout the Ottoman Empire (Bushinah, 2012). It was 

largely developed from the Ta'liq calligraphic style (Turkish/Persian) (ibid.). Nowadays, it 

is used in very modern-looking logos and poetry, such as in advertising (Alani, 2016), 

advertisements for parties, festivals, holidays, advertisements for women's goods and 

cosmetics (Rashad, 2014), calligraphy albums and muraaqqa’. It is similar to the Thuluth 

and Ruq’ah styles in its formation, with many types such as the Diwani Jali type (with 

ornamental pattern), Diwani Jali type (boat form) and Diwani Guzlani type (attributed to 

its calligrapher, Guzlani) (see Figure 23) (Drah, 2009). 
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Figure 23. Arabic writing using the Diwani calligraphic style 

 

 

 

Table 2 offers a comparison of some variables between the six different styles of 

calligraphy, and compares them in terms of their types, shape and usage. 
 

Diwani Jali (net) 

Diwani Jali (boat form) 

 

Diwani Guzlani (attributed to its calligrapher named Guzlani) 
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Table 2. Comparison of some variables between six different styles of Arabic calligraphy in terms of their types, 

shape and usage (designed by the researcher) 
 

Style Name The uasgeShapeIts typeNo.

Kufic style

For three centuries, the Holy Qur’an was written using the
Kufic calligraphic style and it was called ‘Qur’anic script’, 
Alongside Hijazi script for early Qur'an

Kufic Mo’araq
 (foliated)

Kufic Muzahar
 (floriated) 

Kufic Basset 
(simple)

It is difficult to read this type of calligraphy and defining words 
against its background. It has been used for ornamental and 
aesthetic purposes, and in architecture 

Due to the complexity and interdependency between the letters 
in this type, its use is limited to ornamental and aesthetic 
purposes

This type was used to write the Holy Qur’an on parchment in 
the ninth century. It is also used in architecture for decorative 
and aesthetic purposes

This type used in the Holy Qur’an for headings and 
subheadings, such as Al-Basmalah (In the name of God, the 
mercy-giving, the merciful), with which all of the Holy Qur’an  
suras begin, and also for ornamental and aesthetic purposes

Kufic Handasi 
(square)

Kufic Muzaffar 
(plaited)

Naskh style (transcription) 
This style is an elegant script with letters characterized by clarity 
and moderate and regular proportions. It is used for writing the 
Holy Qur'an, for daily newspapers, books and advertisements

It is used to write book titles and headlines throughout 
magazines, names of Qur'anic verses, architecture, calligraphic 
paintings

Thuluth Jali 

Thuluth style
(one-third)

Thuluth 
interlaced

1.

2.

3.
It is often used in Islamic decorations and Islamic architecture. 
It is rarely used for writing the Holy Qur'an, because it is an 
ornamental script and calligraphic inscription

Ta'liq style
(suspension) 4.

Ta'liq 
Shikaste 

It was rarely used for writing the Holy Qur'an, but there are examples. 
Also, it was used extensively for copying Persian anthologies, epics 
and other literary works

Ta'liq Jali
This type is used in the sub-headings, because many of its letters 
are elongated. It is seen in books and magazines, and on greeting cards 
in Iran, India, Pakistan,Turkey and Afghanistan

Ruq’ah style (small sheet 
or parchment)

This style of Arabic calligraphy has been used a little to write 
Qur'anic manuscripts; instead, it is used in the writing of, books, 
newspapers and magazines daily headlines, banners and advertising

5.

Diwani style
(related to 

court or diwan) 

Diwani 
It was used in official documents and correspondence by the 
administration of the Ottoman Empire. Nowadays, it is used in the 
titles and chapters of books and also in advertising and logos

Diwani Jali
(boat form)

It has been used a little for writing the Holy Qur'an. It is mostly used 
for writing scientific documents, certificates, bank notes, greeting 
cards, on decorations and luxury items

Diwani Guzlani 
It has been used a little for writing the Holy Qur'an; recently, however,
many calligraphic paintings using the Diwani Guzlani style have 
featured in international competitions of Arabic calligraphy

6.
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 Chirography versus Arabic Calligraphy 

To understand the distinction between Arabic chirography and calligraphy, it is necessary 

to look through the long history of Islamic civilization, and the work of Arab and Muslim 

historians, scholars, and artists, who have made an obvious distinction between regular 

chirography and Arabic calligraphy since the sixth century. Arabic chirography 

transformed gradually from written symbols to abstract letters, then dotted letters, and to 

the ornamentation of letters in various formats, which vary according to time and place 

(George, 2010). This research will review the historical transformation of Arabic 

chirography from written symbols to ornate letters through the discussion of a series of 

images taken from the National Museum in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 

During the period of the historical transformation of Arabic calligraphy, many 

calligraphic styles appeared, the most important of which were the six main styles 

mentioned in the previous Section (1.3.2). Figure 24 shows an Aramaic script inscription 

in stone from the end of the sixth century/beginning of the seventh century (see the timeline 

in Figure 17). This is the period immediately before the beginning of Islam. During this 

time, the Arabic alphabet looked like symbols derived from the Aramaic alphabet that 

would eventually evolve into the Arabic alphabet (George, 2010). Both of these forms were 

written from right to left and were abstract letters. 
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Figure 24. A carved Aramaic script inscription in stone (around 20 x 40 cm) 
(Photograph taken by the researcher at the National Museum in Saudi Arabia) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25 shows Kufic scripts inscription in stones from the mid-seventh century to 

the tenth century (see Figure 18). This period saw the emergence of Arabic letters as 

abstract symbols void of any dots or any decorative style (Alani, 2016). The Arabic 

alphabet was used in Kufic script, then transformed into ornate shapes: the Kufic 

calligraphic style appeared, the first for Arabic letters (ibid.). It was seen in letters 

exchanged between the Prophet Muhamad (peace be upon him) and princes of the region, 

such as to Mundhar ibn Saui, conqueror of al-Hasa (Khan, 2001).  The use of dots with the 

letters was introduced to avoid misrepresentations of the meaning of words when reading 

the Qur'an, and also to distinguish between similar looking letters, especially for non-Arab 

Muslims (George, 2010). Later, the Arabic alphabet in the Kufic style began to flourish, 

and was developed into styles such as Kufic Basset (simple) and Kufic Mo'araq (foliated). 
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Eastern Kufic script, characterised by long upright strokes and short strokes inclining to the 

left, also appeared and was developed by the Persians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25. A carved Kufic script inscription in stone (around 20 x 40 cm) 
(Photographs taken by the researcher at the National Museum in Saudi Arabia) 

 

 

 

Figure 26 shows Naskh and Kufic Muzaffar scripts (plaited) inscription in stones 

from the tenth century and the twelfth century respectively (see Figure 18). In this period, 

the Naskh calligraphic style developed into the contemporary form that is used today 

(Suhail and Mashour, 2014). It was, and continues to be, used for everyday writing and also 

the current Holy Qur’an (ibid.). Likewise, new versions of the existing Kufic were 

developed during this period, such as Kufic Muzaffar, (plaited) (Al-Jubouri, 2000) 

 

First style of Kufic script (simple)                                        Kufic Mo'araq script (foliated) 
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Figure 26. A carved Naskh and Kufic Muzaffar scripts inscription in stone (around 20 x 40 cm) 
(Photographs taken by the researcher at the National Museum in Saudi Arabia) 

 

 

Figure 27 shows Thuluth and Kufic Handasi (square) scripts inscription in stones 

from the twelfth and fourteenth century respectively (see Figure 18) (Drah, 2009). During 

this period, two styles of Arabic calligraphy appeared; one was developed from the Kufic 

style, called Kufic Handasi (square), and the Thuluth calligraphic style, which flourished 

and was developed into types such as Thuluth Jali type and Thuluth interlaced type (Al-

Jubouri, 2000). These types are still used to this day, but for ornamental and aesthetic 

purposes rather than for writing (ibid.). 

 

 

Naskh script                                                                  Kufic Muzaffar script (plaited) 
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Figure 27. A carved Thuluth and Kufic Handasi scripts (square) inscription in stone (around 20 x 40 cm) 
(Photographs taken by the researcher at the National Museum in Saudi Arabia) 

 

 

 

Figure 28 shows Ruq’ah and Kufic Muzaher (floriated) scripts inscription in stones 

from the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries (see Figure 18). Many styles of Arabic 

calligraphy appeared during this period such as Ruq’ah and Ta'liq Shikaste and Jali (with 

ornamental pattern). New versions of the existing Kufic were developed such as Kufic 

Muzaher (floriated) (Khan, 2001). All of them are used today for ornamental and aesthetic 

purposes, with the exception of Ruq’ah which is used for everyday writing (Suhail and 

Mashour, 2014). Also, typefaces inspired by Kufic script can be used for everyday writing. 

 

 

 

 

Thuluth script.                                                                        Kufic Handasi script (square) 
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Figure 28. Carved Ruq’ah and Kufic Muzaher script inscription in stone (around 20 x 50 cm) 
(Photographs taken by the researcher at the National Museum in Saudi Arabia) 

 

 

 

Figure 29 shows Diwani Jali script in a painting by calligrapher Albagdadi in 1957 

(Al-Jubouri, 2000). Diwani style (related to court or diwan), with its variations of Diwani 

Jali and Diwani Guzlani appeared from the mid-fifteenth century onwards (ibid.) (see 

Figure 23). Both are currently used for ornamental and aesthetic purposes, but not for 

writing (Bushinah, 2012). Nowadays, most new Arabic calligraphy styles have been 

developed, without change, with the aid of specialised computer programs (Vweaah et al., 

2006).   

 

 

Ruq’ah script                                              Kufic Muzaher script (floriated) 
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Figure 29. Diwani jali (boat form) script in painting of Albagdadi calligrapher (1957) 
 

 

 

 

 After a brief narrative of the historical changes and transformations that have taken 

place in Arabic chirography and calligraphy, it could be concluded that chirography was 

transformed from written symbols to the ornate letters that are used in Arabic calligraphy, 

with the exception of Naskh and Ruq’ah styles (not ornate). Likewise, the patterns of 

traditional calligraphy have evolved over time into different patterns while preserving the 

traditional design bases. Most of the forms of Arabic letters and their decoration have 

evolved, based on previous calligraphic styles (see Section 1.3.2). As for what Arabic 

calligraphic designs represent in religious contexts, this is a constant, as mentioned earlier 

in the section discussing semiotics (see Section 1.2) as vehicle for the Word of God and 

Prophet Muhamad, while these designs in other contexts, such as poetry and court 

correspondence, etc. bear constant linguistic connotations related to their meaning. Some 

scholars such as Ali Ahmed Said Esber (1973), a prominent contemporary Arab poet and 

critic known by his pen name Adonis, contradict this view. Adonis’s goal was to prove that 

heritage is illogical and a hindrance to modernity or creativity (Alshaer, 2014). For him, as 

a secular deconstructionist, heritage is a ‘text’ retaining a static/dynamic dualism; he tries 
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to show that the static elements of heritage, which always appears stable, logical and 

capable of achieving progress, are, in fact, less so (ibid.). He also argues that divine 

revelation is responsible for the predominance of the static aspect of heritage and hence 

represents an obstacle to human creativity and progress (see Boullata, 1990, 1988). For this 

reason, it must be deconstructed, paving the way for the replacement of the static, i.e. 

religious elements with dynamic or secular elements, which alone can enable the 

reconstruction of civilisation (ibid.) 

Undoubtedly, Arabic calligraphic philosophy has emanated from religious vision 

(with the exception of Nasta'liq style); the concepts of human existence and the universe 

and its systems (Ali, 2016). The origins and rules of this aspect do not accept changes or 

re-evaluation, yet at the same time they are appropriate with each era and place because 

Islam is in line with the old, modern and future eras (ibid.). Islam has a static origin not 

dynamic; it is an old religion and commensurate with any civilized development (Nasr, 

1990). Thus, the art of Arabic calligraphy is not only one of the old heritage arts: it is also 

timeless because it expresses the spirit of Islam as a religion through its close association 

with the Holy Qur’an and Islamic religion (ibid.). One example of the constant origins in 

Arabic calligraphy, regardless of the place and time, is the Sini calligraphic style, which 

was developed by Chinese Muslim calligraphers. Sini is one the Arabic calligraphic styles 

in China that was derived from the Thuluth style (see Figure 30). It appeared after the 

flourishing of Islamic artistic expression that followed the consolidation of Mongol control 

over China, Persia and central Asia in the late thirteenth century (Wang and Lee, 2001). 

The Thuluth style of Arabic script had become the standard Arabic script at that time (ibid.). 

The Sini style is still popular and uses Arabic letters to write Holy Qur’an verses in the style 

of Chinese characters in mosques in eastern China (ibid.). As a result, the religious spirit of 

these pieces of art remains statically the same, regardless of the place and time. 
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Figure 30. Hanging scroll with the Holy Qur’an, written in the Sini style, by Haji Noor Deen  
 

 

 

Furthermore, Arabic calligraphy is a form of continuous art in terms of its style and 

form, especially in architecture, the fine arts, fashion, etc. because it is both locative and 

temporal at the same time. In addition, according to Nasr (1990), Arabic calligraphy is an 

Islamic art; its artworks have occupied a huge arena between the East and West, as 

represented by mosques in various countries across the globe. It is also represented in 

ceramic and copper pots, wooden doors, platforms, carpets, and manuscripts (ibid.). 
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 Arabic Calligraphy and Identity 

Arabic calligraphy is a product of Arabic and Islamic culture and Arabic language plus 

other who use the Arabic script for their languages and, as such, is an essential component 

in the formation of Arabic and Islamic identity. Language is perceived as an important 

component in defining social groups in a nation. According to Dorian's (1999: 25) 

description, the link between language and people is straightforward:  

 

[People] have a name for themselves and their language, and no other people go by that 

name or claim to speak that language as a mother tongue. If you seek them out, they will 

tell you who they are and what language they speak; and if they see that you are really 

interested in them, they will teach you about themselves and their language, perhaps even 

help you learn to speak their language if you desire.  
 

Durkheim (1984) also argues that the individual is a product of society, and that 

society is not a product of individuals. He also points out that a modern understanding of 

individuality (humans in modern society) is a product of that particular culture (ibid.). The 

forms of traditional Arabic calligraphy represent the Islamic identity, culture, tradition and 

beliefs of Arabs and Muslims. According to Alnajdi (2001: 40), ‘the identity of Islamic 

culture is expressed perfectly through the traditional forms of Arabic calligraphy, which 

effectively promote the inherited beliefs and traditions of Muslims and Arabs’. The art of 

Arabic calligraphy is respected as being an appropriate visual exemplification of the Arabic 

language; Muslim calligraphers and artists consider their role to be an honour and their duty 

(AbiFarès, 2002). 

 Arabic script is the second-most widespread script in the world; it is used not only 

for Arabic, but also for the Persian, Urdu, and Pashto languages (Märgner and El Abed, 

2012). Arabic calligraphy is not limited to the medium of paper: it can be found on a diverse 
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range of materials such as tiles, vessels, carpets, and inscriptions (Chapman et al., 2014). 

For instance, it is used on the national flag of Saudi Arabia as well as on Kiswat Al-Ka'bah, 

the black cloth that covers the Ka’ba construction at the centre of Islam’s most important 

mosque of pilgrimage in Makkah. These two examples demonstrate the significance of 

Arabic calligraphy in cultural and religious identity (see Figure 31). 

	
 

 

Figure 31. Thuluth calligraphic style in gold used to decorate the Ka’ba (left), and the national flag of 
Saudi Arabia (right) 

 

 

 

Globally, it is understood that Arabic letters refer to Arabic and Islamic culture 

regardless of whether they are presented in Arabic, Persian, Urdu, Pashto or any other 

language (Märgner and El Abed, 2012). Arabic calligraphic designs are now becoming 

more and more popular in products of fashion, interior design and furniture as well as 

graphic design (Zeyad, 2004). Due to this popularity, Arabic calligraphy is susceptible to 

cultural appropriation and misappropriation.  
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Cultural appropriation is defined as the use of a culture's symbols, artefacts, genres, 

rituals, or technologies by a group or individual not belonging to that culture, either by 

trade exchange, exploitation or transculturation (Rogers, 2006; Young, 2015). It is a form of 

colonialism where cultural elements from a minority culture are copied and used outside of 

their original cultural context by members of a dominant culture (Coombe, 1993). In the 

twenty-first century, cultural appropriation is often considered a harmful process, and as an 

infringement of the intellectual property rights of the original cultural creations, such as 

cultural and religious traditions, fashion, re (cultural misappropriation) (Rogers, 2006; 

Young, 2015); for example, using Arabic calligraphic styles to tattoo Qur'anic verses, God's 

names (Allah) and religious phrases to decorate people’s bodies (see Figure 32).  

Figure 32 shows how people, including celebrities, misuse calligraphic designs that 

carry Quranic verses and the name of Allah (God) by designing them in their body tattoos. 

In Islam, permanent and semi-permanent tattoos are forbidden, but temporary tattoos such 

as henna stains or stick-on tattoos, are not. However, they must not contain inappropriate 

images. From a religious point of view (Islamic) tattooing is a sin, because it involves: 

changing the natural creation of God; inflicting unnecessary pain; mutilating the body and 

deception (by covering the natural body) (Nasir, 2016). Muslims also need to be in a ritual 

state of purity (wudu/ritual ablutions) when they pray; tattoos are placed under the skin and 

thus prevent water from cleansing (ibid.). The following hadith (narrations of the Prophet) 

is one of numerous that documents Prophet Muhamad’s curse upon the tattoo artist and the 

tattooed: 

 
It was narrated that Abu Juhayfah (may Allah be pleased with him) said: ‘The Prophet 

(peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) cursed the one who does tattoos, the one who 

has a tattoo done, the one who consumes riba (usury or interest) and the one who pays it, 

and he for-bade the price of a dog and the earnings of a prostitute, and he cursed the image-

makers.’ Narrated by Al-Bukhari, (1999: 5032). 



           

 96 

 
 
However, Muslims are divided between two dominant categories— Sunni and 

Shi’ite. Based on the Prophet's Hadith, Sunni Muslims believe that Islam necessarily 

prohibits tattooing, while the Shi’a scholars believe that there is no authoritative prohibition 

on tattoos because they do not necessarily interpret the same text (Nasir, 2016). Also, some 

Muslims do not practice their religion, or are not devout and pious about their religion; 

however, this research focuses on the majority of Muslims and teachings of Islam. So, the 

presence of tattoos carrying calligraphic designs of Qur'anic verses and the name of Allah 

(God) on the body is a rejected action by Muslims, especially Sunni Muslims (Khalil, 

2003). These types of tattoos are often viewed as disrespectful to the Muslim culture, or 

even viewed as a form of desecration of the Word of God when people so tattooed enter 

places that do not respect the value of the religion (e.g. casinos, clubs, bars). The meanings 

behind these Arabic calligraphic designs that stem from a religious context in  

Figure 32 do carry linguistic and spiritual meanings, as they relate to the Holy Qur’an and 

the Islamic religion. Tattooing the Qur’anic verses in Arabic calligraphy on the body causes 

a loss of their spiritual significance because this act is considered doctrinally forbidden; 

both the tattoo artist and the bearer of the tattoo are committing a sin. From the point of 

view of a Muslim especially Sunni, these calligraphic designs in tattoos distort their original 

spiritual meanings into meanings associated with the rejection of this act.  

For non-Muslims, whether Arabs or non-Arabs, the meaning of these calligraphic 

designs (Holy verses) in the tattoos (see Figure 32) is reduced to body art/decoration. They 

use Arabic calligraphic styles to design permanent or semi-permanent tattoos for names, 

poems and expressions of love etc. on their bodies, whether they understand Arabic 

language or not (see Figure 33). This cultural misappropriation of Arabic calligraphic 
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designs (Holy verses) is not limited to tattoos, and can occur in fashion products as well 

(see later Section 1.4.3). 

 

 
 

Figure 32. Cultural misappropriation through tattoos  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 33.  Some permanent and semi-permanent tattoos use Arabic calligraphic designs to tattoo names, 

poems and expressions of love on bodies 
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After viewing the history of Arabic calligraphy and the evolution of its styles of 

writing and design since its inception until present, it is clear that Arabic calligraphy has 

evolved and transformed to become more than just a mode of written communication. The 

next section will examine this transformation and its reasons, as well as the overlap between 

the craft of Arabic calligraphy and different fields of design. Moreover, it will discuss the 

development of Arabic calligraphy through its fusion with old and new artistic and design 

fields, which has resulted in the production of a new art that is a symbol of Arab-Islamic 

culture and identity as well. This integration has changed the view held by people, Arab 

and non-Arab, of Arabic calligraphy and the level of their appreciation of its styles and 

designs. 

 

 The Role of Arabic Calligraphy in Other Fields of Art and Design 

The history of medieval and modern Arabic calligraphy and its development over time is 

not limited to the Middle East region. Several countries from all over the world have 

contributed to the evolution of Arabic script during its history. Blair (2008: 589) points out 

that 'Islamic calligraphy is alive and well in modern times, not only in the Islamic lands but 

also in Europe and the United States'. According to Al-Kufi (2002), there are two reasons 

for these developments in Arabic calligraphy. Firstly, the expansion of Islamic civilization 

covered enormous geographic areas and included many cultures in Africa, Asia, and 

Europe, contributing immensely to the development of this art form. Secondly, it is the 

pronounced interest people have shown in learning the Arabic language and the use of its 

alphabets to communicate with each other across these wide areas of Islamic civilization. 

Many scientists and artists, therefore, have used Arabic scripts to spread scientific theories 

and work across the globe (ibid.).  
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The timeline in Figure 34 shows the historical merging of Arabic calligraphy with 

art and design fields. In the seventh century it was used in Islamic architecture as a symbol 

of the Arab-Islamic culture and design. The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem is one of the 

oldest Islamic buildings and the first place that Arabic calligraphic designs in Kufic style 

appeared, in the year 690 (George, 2010). This incorporation served the Islamic religion by 

showing the verses of the Holy Qur’an engraved prominently on buildings such as 

mosques, citadels and palaces, and spread Arab-Islamic culture by placing them inside and 

outside palaces and castles (ibid.). Late fourteenth–early fifteenth century, Arabic 

calligraphy was incorporated into fashion design by using its inscriptions in textiles and 

vestments (Crowfoot et al., 2006), and fine art, producing a new art called Al-Hurufiyya. 

In the twentieth century, Arabic calligraphy was incorporated into visual media, i.e. graphic 

design (Khajavi, 2019). 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 34. Timeline showing Arabic calligraphy development with other fields of art and design 
(Designed by the researcher) 
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In order to understand the reciprocal influence between Arabic calligraphy and other fields, 

such as art and design, architecture, fine art (Hurufi) and (Al-Hurufiyya), fashion design 

and graphic design, this research will review each discipline in the following sub-sections. 

 

 The Role of Arabic Calligraphy in Architectural Design 

Arabic calligraphic designs have been, and still are, the best vehicle to represent the Word 

of God in an artistic and creative way. To clarify, the combination of Arabic calligraphy 

and Islamic architecture has succeeded in preserving the holiness and grandeur of Arabic 

calligraphic design through the engraving of Quranic verses on the walls of mosques and 

palaces, starting with the seventh century (George, 2010). These calligraphic designs have 

the same linguistic and spiritual meanings, easily accessible by the Muslim community 

when they are placed at holy sites which respect the religious context.  

The most common features of Islamic architecture were tiles, mosaics, arches 

(especially the horseshoe style), domes, columns, Arabic calligraphic illustrations, 

geometrical decorative patterns and stucco decoration (Lambourn, 2004). The Islamic 

architectural motifs are often octagonal or star-shaped and they can be seen on floors, walls, 

roofs, and fountains (ibid.). Even today, these can be found inside and outside of mosques, 

palaces and other major architectural monuments, not only in Muslim countries, but also in 

other countries such as Spain, Italy and Russia.  

Islamic architectural ornamentation consists of three elements of ornamental forms; 

geometric and interlaced patterns, floral motifs like the arabesque (unending repetition), 

and calligraphic inscriptions, all of which have gained popularity and are widespread in the 

majority of regions where Islam has developed a strong presence (Hillenbrand, 1999). The 

use of these symmetrical geometric and floral systems creates harmony in Islamic 
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architecture and designs, all of which relates to the Islamic belief that all creation is 

interrelated harmoniously. Balance and symmetry in the Islamic designs are also important 

features.  

Islamic architecture has used striking calligraphic designs produced by 

calligraphers, sculptors, carvers and stonemasons, each playing an important role (Bloom 

et al., 1997). For example, calligraphers search for the most appropriate style of Arabic 

calligraphy based on the aesthetic purpose of the artwork and its location. They then 

consider a way to fill the void with Arabic letters and decorative motifs, whether geometric 

or floral, and finally, designing the final work with all its artistic elements. This happens 

either manually on paper, as it was in the past, or with the use of some computer programs 

(see Section1.4.4 and 1.4.4.1), as is the case today, taking into account the practical, artistic, 

aesthetic and cultural differences between the two methods (Khajavi, 2019). 

The architect adapts the characteristics of calligraphy styles, such as flexibility in 

the Thuluth style and geometry in Kufic style, to beautify the inside and outside of 

buildings. The construction materials used to decorate are often brick, timber, marble and 

stone (Lambourn, 2004). The primary source of the phrases used to decorate buildings is 

the Holy Qur’an, which was the first reference for architectural formations, especially in 

mosques (ibid.). Quotations from the Hadith of the Prophet Muhamad (peace be upon him), 

exhortations, preaching and poems are also found in school buildings, shrines, khans and 

houses of the wealthy (see Figure 35). 
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Figure 35. Some features of Islamic architectural design 
 

 

A great deal of information about history, culture, period and geographical location can be 

gleaned from each textual inscription in Islamic architecture (Hillenbrand, 1999). For 

example, certain scripts reflect the time period in which they were developed, such as the 

Musnad4 script, which fully evolved in the region’s Late Iron Age (approximately the 

seventh century BC) and was used until the sixth century AD (Bushinah, 2012). Other 

scripts such as the Maghribi script (Moroccon style), which distinguishes the artwork and 

inscriptions of northwest Africa, provide geographical insight into where the artwork was 

developed (ibid.). 

 
4 Musnad script is an ancient writing system originating in the southern Arabian Peninsula and Horn of Africa. 
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Aesthetic Arabic calligraphic techniques were reproduced in Islamic architecture 

through a variety of methods; for example, covering the walls with small ceramic squares 

that were often colourful, with a metallic lustre (Blair and Bloom, 1995). Usually, the 

calligraphers would write different styles of Arabic calligraphy on them, in particular the 

Thuluth style (ibid.). The other method was the relief sculpture, which featured two types 

of carving: protrusive and internus. Both of these types would often be accompanied by a 

third characteristic called Arabesque (ibid.). Islamic artists created this unique complex 

architectural art, which has a distinctive design composed of unending repetition geometric 

or floral decorations (Othman and Zainal-Abidin, 2011). The merging of Arabic calligraphy 

and Islamic architecture has formed a unique style that reflects the ideal, abstract, and 

intellectual concepts of Islam, especially in the field of architectural design. 

 

 The Role of Arabic Calligraphy in Fine Art 

To fully understand the combination of Arabic calligraphy and fine art, this research has 

reviewed the history of their fusion. In the late fourteenth–early fifteenth century, a new 

approach in Sufism called Hurufi, a Sufi doctrine based on the mysticism of letters, 

emerged and spread to areas of western Persia and Anatolia (Burrill, 2014). This movement 

continued in different guises for a century after its emergence. 

In the twentieth century, another movement emerged called Al-Hurufiyya Art; it 

reinvented Arabic calligraphy, focusing on the formal elements of the Arabic letter 

(Dagher, 2016). This new art is a combination of Arabic calligraphy and fine art. The Al-

Hurufiyya movement was an aesthetic movement that emerged amongst Arabian and North 

African artists who combined tradition and modernity (ibid.). They used their 

understanding of traditional Arabic calligraphy, within the principles of modern art (Al-
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Hussaini, 2003). 'Al-Madrasa Al-Hurufiyya' (literally, the school of letters) or 'Al-Madrasa 

Al-Kattiyya fi'l-fann' (calligraphic school of art) are 'terms imply, however, a unity and 

concerted purpose in what might better be seen as single artists or occasionally groups 

seeking their own paths of individual expression'  (Blair, 2008: 590). The artists in several 

Arab countries, such as Iraq, Egypt, Lebanon, Sudan and Syria, have since incorporated 

Arabic calligraphy in their paintings (Al-Hussaini, 2003), as have well-known artists in 

many non-Arab countries, such as Iran, India, and Pakistan (Blair, 2008). These artists are 

called ‘calligraphic painters’ because they have used their artistic skills to integrate the 

aesthetic of Arabic calligraphy. They have produced a new art that refers to both their 

Arabic and Islamic identities and cultural backgrounds. The calligraphic painters and artists 

worked towards developing a creative visual language, showing their Arabic/Islamic 

identity through their artwork. Al-Hussaini (2003) states that, with the growing need to 

show the identity of a specific culture, the use of Arabic characters in works of art seemed 

to be an appropriate solution to showcase that culture and identity. This would not be 

limited to Arabic calligraphy, but also Chinese and Japanese calligraphy (amongst others) 

in their respective countries. 

This new art has integrated two aspects of Arabic calligraphy: the verbal meaning 

and the beauty of the image, different from the calligraphic works that are used with 

Qur'anic texts and wisdom (Blair, 2008). He also emphasises that 'the balance in these 

works has generally shifted from readability to visibility, as the calligraphy is meant to be 

appreciated more for its formal than for its semantic qualities.' (Blair, 2006: 589). It is also 

characterised by gestural brush-strokes or mark-making, similar to abstract Expressionism 

(Al-Hussaini, 2003). Figure 36 shows Al-Hurufiyya artworks using Arabic letters scattered 

across the painting in a creative way. The artist depicts forms that are not drawn from the 

visible world, as in abstract Expressionism. Sometimes these forms (letters) bear meaning 
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(signifier/signified) in the same way as Arabic calligraphic works (see Figure 36 [A]); 

sometimes the artist only exploits the aesthetics of the Arabic letters in inventing creative 

designs to serve their aesthetic expressions (see Figure 36 (B)). 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	

	

 
 

Figure 36. Naseer Al-Mosa’s artworks tend toward abstract Expressionism 
 

 

 

 The Role of  Arabic Calligraphy in Fashion Design 

Arabic calligraphic and Islamic inscriptions have been used in textiles and vestments in the 

ninth century in Egypt (Dimand, 1927), a country famous at that time for the quality of its 

highly-developed decorative arts, especially weaving (ibid.). Figure 37 shows fragments of 

twelfth century Egyptian woven tapestry of linen and silk with Arabic inscription. The 

written phrase on the right is ‘In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate (Al-

Basmalah), There is no God but God’, and the two bottom lines contain a repetition of the 

phrase, ‘Victory is from God’. Figure 38 shows a thirteenth or fourteenth century fragment 

of silk with Arabic inscription, silk and metal-wrapped thread in lampas weave, containing 

a repetition of the phrase ‘Glory to our lord the Sultan.’ Additionally, Arabic inscriptions 

were used in the late fourteenth–early fifteenth century in the Ottoman and Persian 

B 

 

A                                                                                    B 
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decorative arts (Crowfoot et al., 2006). Many ornamented textiles with Arabic calligraphic 

inscriptions (especially with religious motives) survive today as fragments in museums in 

New York, Spain, London, Brussels and Berlin etc. (Dimand, 1927).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 37. Fragment of Egyptian tapestry-woven textile of linen and silk with Arabic inscription (Al-Basmalah), 

12th century; in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, (43.3 x 50.2 cm) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38. Textile fragment of Silk with Arabic inscription, silk and metal-wrapped thread in lampas weave, 
Spain, 1300-1400. Museum no. 830-1894 

 



           

 107 

In the twentieth century, Arabic calligraphic and Islamic inscriptions have been 

used in interior designs, in various forms of patterned furniture and also in fashion and 

jewellery, first by the global fashion houses, then followed by designers in the Arab World 

(Ahmad and Zaghloul, 2007). Artists and designers, including fashion designers, realized 

the aesthetic characteristics of Arabic letters, such as straightness, agility, consistency, 

extension, rotation and proportion, demonstrating them in their creative designs (Blair, 

2008). As with the artists in the Al-Hurufiyya movement (see Section 1.4.2), some fashion 

designs carry meaning (signifier/signified) with their Arabic calligraphic designs and some 

are just aesthetic designs bearing a semblance of Arab identity (Ahmad and Zaghloul, 

2007). As mentioned in Section 1.2), Arabic calligraphic designs evolved from being a 

written symbol (signifier) of the words of God (signified) to a symbol of identity, whether 

Arab-Islamic or others who use the Arabic script for their languages (e.g. Turkish, Persian 

and Urdu) in works of architecture and painting and in fashion design. 

Fashion is a constantly rapid succession of new ideas and trends (ibid.), an image 

of the extent to which society adapts to a changing world (ibid.). When analysed, it shows 

dominant ideas of the period in which the events and variables of the political, economic, 

social, cultural and technological trends are taking place (ibid.). Fashion designers not only 

express the vital ideas and customs of society, but reflect a way of life in a society (Welters 

and Lillethun, 2018). In order to understand the combination of Arabic calligraphy and 

fashion design, this research looks at its twentieth century history. Western fashion has a 

long history of being inspired by non-Western cultures of ‘The Orient’, including nations 

of Asia, Africa and the Middle East, resulting in a style called ‘Orientalism’ (Welters and 

Lillethun, 2018). Middle Eastern inspiration took shape through the reinterpretation of the 

kaftan and using prints that mimic the geometry of Arabesque tiles (ibid.). Designers 

appreciate Arabic culture, the beauty of its calligraphy and its ancient history (Tarlo and 



           

 108 

Moors, 2013).  Nowadays, Arabic calligraphy is very popular, featuring on various designs 

both locally (Middle East) and internationally (Blair, 2008). It also is one of the art fields 

that needs more study and research to take advantage of its aesthetic and formative values 

in the design of textile printing. Arabic letters were seen again as a feature of clothing worn 

on a global scale was in the Louvre's Cour Carrée during the autumn 1990 Paris fashion 

season (Baudot, 1996). Two bodysuits, embroidered with Arabic calligraphy in Kufic script 

by Azzedine Alaïa, were regarded as the most coveted item of the season (see Figure 39) 

(ibid.). 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 39. Naomi Campbell modelling two iconic bodysuits from Alaïa’s autumn 1990 collection 
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Designers across the Middle East are increasingly using Arabic calligraphy in their 

work to be worn locally/domestically; it is proving to be incredibly important in helping 

them maintain their culture as Arabs and Muslims (Abaza, 2007). As mentioned earlier, the 

Arabic language has been characterized by artistic forms and styles of writing which are 

flexible and creative (see Section 1.6) (Rashad, 2014). Figure 40 shows Arabic calligraphic 

designs bearing people’s names, places, cities, and words of love on clothes, handbags, 

bracelets and shoes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 40. The use of Arabic letters in fashion design 
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It is important to highlight, again, cultural appropriation (see Section 1.3.4). In the 

fashion industry it is a controversial issue; companies and designers claim that the use of 

unique symbols is an effort to appreciate specific cultures (Shand, 2002). Conversely, some 

fashion houses and designers claim that cultural appropriation commercializes and 

cheapens the heritage of the original culture because they do not understand the history 

behind the designs they source them from (ibid.). Some designers who do not know Arabic 

or the history of Arabic culture have created products featuring Arabic calligraphic designs 

from a purely aesthetic perspective (cultural appropriation) (Silsilah, Lam and Silve, 2012); 

for instance, in the case of the two products in Figure 39 and Figure 40, the designers did 

create readable text in some products (far from religious motives), and in some products 

they did imitate the artistic forms of each letter  (ibid.). Also, there are other designers who 

know Arabic whose audience does not; they pick the letters and forms that fit their design 

or look good regardless of the meaning (ibid.). However, they have to be careful, when 

using Arabic calligraphy in their designs, to not imitate verses of the Holy Qur’an, which 

may offend Muslims (cultural misappropriation). Figure 41 is an example of such cultural 

misappropriation, a Qur'anic verse including two names of God, Al-Hayyu and Al-Qayyum, 

using the Kufic Handasi (square) calligraphic style and written on beach sandals. Printing 

a Qur'anic verse, including God names, on such a product (slippers) is extremely offensive 

to Muslims because the inherent meaning, not often understood by non-Muslims, shifts 

from the religious/spiritual context into a very mundane, commercial context. 
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Figure 41. An example of cultural misappropriation and misuse of Arabic calligraphic designs 
 

 

 

The second example of such cultural misappropriation involved the fashion label 

Chanel in 1994, when an uproar was caused by a tight-fitting bustier embroidered with 

Arabic script (see Figure 42). Chanel promptly pulled the dress from the collection and 

issued an apology to all Muslims, because it was suspected that verses from the Holy 

Qur’an had been used (Nundy, 1994), but this script was later revealed to be taken from a 

Mughal love poem, related to the romantic story of how the Taj Mahal came into existence. 

This incident was enough to deter other designers from using Arabic calligraphic designs 

(especially that have religious motives) in future collections (ibid.). 
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Figure 42. Claudia Schiffer wearing a tight fitting bustier embroidered with Arabic script (1994) 
 

 
 

 

 

 The Role of Arabic Calligraphy in Graphic Design 

Graphic design uses text (letters) and forms to communicate innovation in the information 

age (Meggs and Purvis, 2011). 'Words and images were integrated, and the essence of the 
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communication was conveyed by simplifying images into powerful shapes and patterns.' 

(ibid.: 207). It always has been a part of the culture and economy of industrialized countries 

and has increased since the inception of technical developments in 1960 (Suhail and 

Mashour, 2014). While this advancement has brought a new spirit to Arabic calligraphy, it 

has, at the same time, disrupted its status and shifted the important role it long played as a 

representative of Islam and the words of God (Silsilah, Lam and Silve, 2012). This impact, 

the focus of this research, is discussed further throughout the thesis. 

Graphic design is the process of visual communication, the art or practice of 

planning and projecting ideas and experiences with visual and textual content (Meggs and 

Purvis, 2011). The form of this communication can be physical or virtual, whether as ideas, 

images, words, or graphic forms that convey information to an audience, especially to 

produce a specific effect, such as in advertisements, magazines, and books. (Messaris, 

1997). Arabic calligraphy is written language carrying messages to its audience, be it by 

calligraphic texts created by hand or by computer (Blair, 2008). Therefore, Arabic 

calligraphic texts and designs can be forms of graphic design, deeply rooted in Islamic art. 

This research will discuss its roots in Qur'anic manuscripts and the fusion of modern Arabic 

calligraphic designs with graphic design that occurred at the end of the twentieth century 

in Chapter Two. 

In the 1970s, since the revolution in visual technology, typefaces of 

photocomposition were converted to digital typesetting (Zeyad, 2004). After Linotype and 

Monotype mechanical typesetting machines were invented in the end of nineteenth century, 

printing in the Arab world benefited from these machines (Tracy, 1975). According to 

Walter Tracy (ibid.: 88) ‘by 1936 the Linotype machine was widely used in the Arab world 

... and the Monotype machine was not equipped with Arabic matrices until 1939’. Latin 

typefaces were blossoming; Arabic typefaces were designed according to urgent need for 
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rapid production (e.g., newspapers, magazines and books), and for reading (ibid.). Arabic 

printing was simplified according to the strict limitations of the machine (‘Simplified 

Arabic’ ibid.) and some styles were comparatively neglected because their decorative 

letters, features and diacritic marks are inherently complicated to mechanize, whether in 

metal type or in code (Alnajdi, 2001). Walter Tracy (1975: 89) states that 'Although the 

mechanical typesetting of Arabic has been commonplace it has had its limitation for sixty 

years or so, particularly in regard to the inclusion of vowel signs in educational work --a 

slow process in metal typesetting and far from durable in actual printing'. Thomas Milo 

(2002: 119) claims that ‘typesetters have been wrestling with Arabic script for five 

centuries. Giving it a structure identical to that of Latin script would eliminate all problems, 

of course.’ The distinct qualities of written Arabic are rooted in calligraphy, so to 

'modernize Arabic calligraphy requires simplifying its complex writing system in order to 

create new typefaces and font styles appropriate for modem technological settings' 

(Alnajdi, 2001: 128). 

In the 1980s, key Arabic typefaces were designed for digital typography with 

sophisticated proprietary software by Linotype and Decotype that formed a basis for the 

development of the OpenType format today. Linotype was a Western type foundry that had 

a Middle East Liaison Office (MELO, located first in Beirut and then in Cyprus) staffed by 

13 native Arabic speakers from different parts of the Middle East and Africa, which 

produced innovative designs that followed calligraphic traditions (Ross, 2002). Monotype's 

Noori Nastaliq, which closely imitated the written/calligraphic form (Akram et al., 2010), 

was created as the first digital Arabic typeface in 1981, through the collaboration of Ahmed 

Mirza Jamil (calligrapher) and Monotype. Arab designers at the time produced some very 

Latinised typefaces; for example, Mourad Boutros (a UK-based font designer, and 

calligrapher) launched a harmonious range of Arabic-Latin typefaces and a collaborative 
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series of oil paintings that combine fine art with traditional Arabic calligraphy (Boutros, 

2009). Thomas Milo, Peter Somers and Mirjam Somers, who founded DecoType in 

Amsterdam in 1985, introduced the notion of dynamic fonts (Yazıcıgil and Segalini, 2013). 

They developed DecoTypeSetter, which was included in Adobe PageMaker MiddleEast 

(ibid.). They also created the first dynamic Ruq'ah typeface (1987), which was integrated 

in Microsoft Office in the 1990s, and produced DecoType Naskh fonts within the limited 

original Microsoft template for Arabic (Meri, 2008). Also, Deco Type, in a style emulating 

the hand of the Ottoman calligrapher Mustafa Izzet Efendi, permits people to typeset 

calligraphic Arabic, (Milo, 1998). Moreover, Adobe’s introduction of PostScript 

technology in the late 1980s to handle typefaces ‘has enhanced the type industry in general 

and made it possible to create elegant Arabic typefaces that retain traditional calligraphic 

styles' (Alnajdi, 2001: 24). 

In the 1990s, the challenge of translating the intricacies of the calligraphic styles 

continued into digital formats. Most typefaces in the market were developed by Western 

type-foundries (e.g., Agfa Monotype, DecoType, and Linotype). There are also attempts 

from designers of Arabic typefaces to develop several new techniques, for example those 

of Boutros International, headed by Mourad and Arlette Boutros in London (1966), which 

have led the field of Arabic creativity, typography, calligraphy and design for more than 40 

years (Boutros, 2009). They developed typefaces which include Boutros Asifa, Boutros 

Farah, and Boutros Najm. Walter Tracy was also responsible for a range of influential 

Arabic type developments in the mid-1950s, among them the Mrowa-Linotype Simplified 

Arabic type in collaboration with Kamel Mrowa and Nabih Jaroudi (Nemeth, 2017). Also, 

Mamoun Sakkal, a Syrian designer, created the first digital clipart collection of Arabic 

calligraphic designs in 1992 (see Figure 43) (Zeyad, 2004: 28). Despite the creativity in the 

production of quality Arabic typefaces, some of poor quality have been produced that 
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barely emulate the authentic Arabic calligraphy of the Holy Qur'an manuscripts (ibid.) (see 

Figure 44). 

In the twenty-first century, design and typography companies have developed 

websites, programs, computer applications and typography that cater for design fields, 

providing a wide range of typefaces and drawing tools (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Fiona 

Ross (2012) refers to: ‘the growing demand occasioned by globalization for non-Latin 

typesetting or multi-lingual typography that continues to impel software manufacturers 

toward the improvement of word processing layout software’ For example, Diwan 

Software Limited (a leading Arab IT company, based in Newcastle [UK] and previously 

Dubai Studio City [UAE]) Diwan is one of the leading Arab IT companies) has developed 

several new techniques for Arabic typefaces such as the award winning Mishafi font that is 

able to faithfully replicate the holy Quran in 2000 (diwan.com, online).  This company also 

created Al-Nashir al-Sahafi, one of the most popular DTP applications in the Middle East, 

and has published one of the largest libraries of quality Arabic typefaces (ibid.). FontWorld, 

Inc. of Brooklyn, NY, has produced several Arabic fonts: Dedan, Yismal, Hager, Yakshan, 

Abdael, and the Zemran families (Zeyad, 2004). 
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Figure 43. Digital clipart by Mamoun Sakkal  
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 44. One example of visually incorrect Arabic font by using computer program 
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Modern Arabic calligraphy not only reflects its original beauty and quality but 

makes a significant reference to modern graphic design (Rashad, 2014). The integration of 

modern design thinking with regional, local and traditional handicrafts creates a positive 

fusion similar to that found in other fields of design such as architecture and fashion. 

(Maarouf, 2006). Computer digital design 'could facilitate the introduction of Arabic 

calligraphy in new modem forms, although this might require changing its letterforms and 

expanding its formal rules for writing.' (Alnajdi, 2001: 8). This research aims to show how 

the digitalization of calligraphy in graphic design has affected Arabic calligraphy as an art 

form, specifically in Saudi Arabia. After this integration, it is no longer a traditional form 

of art with spiritual meaning; instead, it has become global, and has seen a change in the 

way it is used and viewed (Blair, 2008). 

Recently, Arabic calligraphy has experienced a resurgence in logo designs for 

advertising and media commercials, which not only reflects a fashionable representation of 

modern graphic design but also reflects different historical and cultural characteristics and 

aesthetic orientation in all its parts (Silsilah, Lam and Silve, 2012). In fact, two factors must 

be noted alongside the emergence and development of graphic design: the evolution of 

printing technologies and the emergence of the personal computer (Al-A'ani, 2013). In the 

twentieth century, artists and designers became aware of the rapid development of 

technologies associated with graphic design and since then these have been used in 

designing all kinds of letters (Blair, 2008).  

In the world of technological development and globalisation, the capacity to make 

use of technology, absorb it and adapt it to local conditions is an important challenge, 

especially for countries that remain less technologically advanced (Archibugi and 

Pietrobelli, 2003).  For example, Saudi Arabia, as our main geographical focus, has relied 

on foreign technology to activate its local and international economic development and 
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bring its own local technological and industrial development up to the level of advanced 

countries (Al-Gahtani et al., 2007). This link and dependency and the arrival of imported 

cultures from Western countries has made a remarkable impact on Saudi culture and its 

local and international markets (ibid.). There are localized cultural variations, especially in 

the area of Saudi graphic design, and these variations have both positive and negative 

aspects, discussed in Chapter Three. The potential danger here is the loss of national and 

cultural identity due to technological development and mimicry of everything new 

regardless of its negative effects (Al-Gahtani et al., 2007). Furthermore, the rapid 

development and integration of the world economy is creating a globalization effect that 

might culturally erode regions all over the world (Hui, 2012). Against this background, the 

current study aims to show the role the Saudi Arabian government plays as a mediator 

between the preservation of a sacred culture (semiotically, the vehicle of spiritual meaning) 

and its desacralization within a technological realm, and how, if at all, it has dealt with the 

issue of preserving Arabic calligraphy as a form of identity within this new digitalized 

world of art.  

Arabic calligraphers around the world are now mixing the traditional styles of 

Arabic calligraphy and contemporary forms to create new styles and ideas, whilst others 

see this as an extension of the old Arabic calligraphy scripts (Roxburgh, 2003). While some 

calligraphers still hand draw calligraphic texts, others have widely adopted computer 

programs in graphic design, whether scanned as a photograph or with typesetting process, 

thus becoming lettering artists or graphic designers, which is explored in the next section. 
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 Digitalization of Calligraphy in Graphic Design 

In the digital era, designers and makers use emerging digital techniques to create handmade 

objects (Johnston, 2015). Also, graphic designers and calligraphers digitalize Arabic 

calligraphy (typesetting), incorporating its styles as an essential element of their creative 

designs by using computer programs such as Kelk, FontLab, Arabic calligrapher, 

Photoshop and Illustrator. Figure 45 shows an example of a digital calligraphic design of 

an Arabic phrase in the Thuluth style, using Kelk and Photoshop programs. The designer 

or calligrapher has followed many steps to produce such a design:  writing a phrase or 

name, selecting font styles; editing the parts of this phrase; setting them in appropriate 

shape and size for the design; finding appropriate shapes for the parts of the phrase or the 

letters from a list of forms; adding the diacritics (Tashkil); checking the final design; saving 

it for use in Photoshop and Illustrator; using the created design (by Kelk) in a Photoshop 

program, and finding an appropriate background and effects to finalise the design. Figure 

46 shows examples of digital Arabic calligraphic designs in different font styles with 

different outlines, created by using the same computer programs and others (typesetting). 

This technological contribution to creating innovative models of Arabic calligraphy using 

computer programs will motivate designers to use them, and beginner calligraphers to learn 

calligraphic patterns and try to create new models in innovative ways and backgrounds. 

The advancement of advertisements and developments in the media have also influenced 

many modern designers to merge Arabic calligraphy with the modern digital world, as has 

been shown by Gould (2011); Dimasov (2011); Bilal (2009); Breton (2001); Khaly (2009); 

Gow (2008); and Zakariya (2000). Those calligraphers have used Arabic calligraphy in 

different media and genre before and after computer-aided design, such as logos, printing 

materials, outdoor advertising, clothes, and TV commercials (see Figure 47).  
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Figure 45. Digital Arabic calligraphic design using computer programs such as Kelk and Photoshop (typesetting) 
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Figure 46. Arabic calligraphic designs using computer programs  
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Figure 47. Examples of the use of Arabic calligraphic designs in logos and advertisement 
 
 

 

 

Currently, while many contemporary calligraphers and designers still use the 

standard script styles mentioned previously in this chapter (see Section 1.3.2) other 

designers prefer to use free style, which is not restricted by the rules of writing that must 

be observed in all other known standard scripts (Al-A'ani, 2013). This issue in particular, 

combined with the use of a computer program, threatens Arabic calligraphy as it potentially 
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encourages the spread of modern free calligraphic style in commercial paintings and may 

negatively affect the pure Arabic calligraphic styles and their rules (ibid.). Another issue 

that Arabic calligraphy has faced is the emergence of new Arabic calligraphic styles, which 

do not carry the same aesthetic value as in the original (Al-Saqer, 2010).  

The intrinsic spiritual significance of Arabic calligraphic designs was conserved, 

literally and metaphorically, by virtue of being integrated into the architectural designs of 

religious buildings (See Section 1.4.1) and Al-Hurufiyya contributed to the creation of 

abstract letters, with some of their designs derived from the traditional calligraphic styles 

associated with Quranic texts. Some of these letterforms are innovative but use bases and 

rules similar to traditional calligraphic styles, and others are innovative and far from 

traditional patterns (See Section 1.4.2) (Vweaah et al., 2006). These designs preserve Arab-

Islamic identity, traditional calligraphic designs, their spiritual significance and the 

meanings behind the abstract words and letters (See Section 1.3.4). By contrast, the 

meanings behind Arabic calligraphic designs altered after their integration into fashion and 

graphic design (See Section 1.3.4 and  1.4.4), where the religious context was supplanted 

by a commercial one. This is an important aspect which merits further discussion. 

 

 Arabic Calligraphy between Hand and Machine 

 

The increasing role computers and their various 

applications have played in the arts and heritage 

fields has led to many changes (Berndt and Carlos, 

2000). Most human creativity and human touch 

have been dispensed with by technological 

applications in the world of art and heritage. 
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Instead of the calligrapher taking weeks to complete his/her artwork, including the time 

taken to craft tools such as reed pen (qalam) and ink (explained in detail in Section 1.6.1), 

it has become possible to press a computer button to reproduce models of Arabic 

calligraphy (Suhail and Mashour, 2014), whether scanned as a photograph or with 

computer-aided design. It cannot be denied that there are differences between Arabic 

calligraphy panels that are made by hand and those that are created using a computer. The 

beauty of calligraphy on paper and the smell of ink with saffron and rose water (See later 

Section 1.6.1) cannot be achieved with technology (Sharifi, 2014), but there is nothing 

preventing the calligrapher from training on computer and reproducing the letters over and 

over again (Al-Kufi, 2002). 

Calligraphers and designers are divided over the impact of digitalization on Arabic 

calligraphy. Some of them believe that computers have spoiled the art of Arabic calligraphy 

(Zeyad, 2004). When young Arabic writers depend on the computer they risk losing their 

writing skills: the ability to ‘see’ the forms before they are written and the skills of hand-

eye coordination to produce them (ibid.). Arabic calligraphy will remain one of the pillars 

that preserve the Arab and Islamic identity, especially because computers lack the spirit to 

perform the genuine act of creating Arabic calligraphy, and this is evident in the joy that 

observers gain when seeing manuscripts written by calligraphers by hand, especially in the 

Thuluth, Naskh, Persian or Diwani styles of Arabic calligraphy (Al-Kufi, 2002). Similarly, 

the Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920) emphasised the significance of the past and 

tradition as the artist's inspiration, in reaction to the Industrial Revolution, which alienated 

workers from the creative process (Parker, 1998). This Movement is discussed further in 

the next Section (1.6). On the other hand, there are those who believe in converting Arabic 

calligraphy from art to industry following its entering the field of advertising (Vweaah et 

al., 2006). They favour what technology can create and believe that the scientific 



           

 126 

achievements and technological advancements of today do not eliminate authentic art forms 

such as Arabic calligraphy; instead they have actually contributed to the practice of 

developing Arabic calligraphy without losing its identity (ibid.). Modern aids help save 

time, effort and money when creating this form, and have contributed to its popularity.  

Figure 48 shows some Arabic calligraphic outputs by hand and by machine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 48. Arabic calligraphy by hand and machine 
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 The Aesthetic and Functional Aspects of Arabic Calligraphy as an 

Art form and Handicraft 

As has been emphasised in this thesis, Arabic calligraphy is strongly tied to the Holy Qur’an 

and has become one of the major forms of artistic expression in Islamic culture because 

figurative art was, and still is, prohibited in Islam (it denotes worshipping idols) (Teparić, 

2013), with exception in Mughal India and in Persia (see Section 1.1).  Muslim artists have 

contributed extensively to the field of the Islamic arts as they tend to beautify the word of 

verses with different calligraphic styles; T nicQur'a(God) and write Allah hey also paint 

words on paper, contracts, walls, facades, doors and platforms, and in holy places (Blair, 

2008). This has made Arabic calligraphy a common denominator for all Arab and Islamic 

arts. Therefore, Arabic calligraphy (signifier) became an expressive means to the words of 

God (signified) (ibid.). 

The aesthetic and functional values of Arabic calligraphy as a craft are essential 

aspects that have made it a method of communication (Rashad, 2014). These aspects have 

resulted in the flourishing of Arabic calligraphy and its development with other elements 

of art and design (ibid.). Risatti (2009) describes 'craft qualities' as functionality combined 

with an ability to express human values that transcend temporal, spatial, and social 

boundaries. Arabic calligraphy is one of the traditional handicrafts that have belonged to 

Arabs and Muslims since the advent of Islam in the seventh century (Khan, 2001). As a 

craft it embodies traditional knowledge and cultural expression of any Arabic and Muslim 

society, especially in their designs, materials, colours, and styles.  

Undoubtedly, traditional knowledge and cultural expression of any society, 

including handicrafts, are valuable in cultural, social, historical and economic aspects. 

Some forms of this traditional knowledge find expression in stories, legends, folklore, 

rituals, songs, and laws (Kothari, 2007). Traditional craftsmanship requires specialized and 
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traditional techniques, skills and knowledge that are transmitted from generation to 

generation (ibid.). Emery Walker (1851-1933) and William Morris (1834–1896) exemplify 

the value of craft knowledge in the Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920) in Britain, a 

reaction against the Industrial Revolution (Parker, 1998). They were leading members in 

the Art Workers Guild, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, and the Arts 

and Crafts Exhibition Society. Emery Walker was an English engraver, photographer and 

printer, whose 1888 lecture inspired William Morris (ibid.). Morris encouraged artists to 

look to the past for inspiration, where artists and craftsmen had worked together (ibid.). 

However, in the second half of the twentieth century, modern design and industrial 

machinery took over from traditional skilled manual design and labour in making 

functional objects for daily use (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). That is what Morris feared. 

The Arts and Crafts Movement, which included artists, architects, designers, craftsmen and 

writers, feared that industrialization was destroying their traditional skills, crafts and the 

environment that they could prosper in (Blakesley, 2006). These industrial products took 

the appreciation, skill and design out of the quality of goods that were being produced 

(ibid.). That the aesthetic and functional qualities of manufactured products are altered by 

industrialisation has being seen from a new perspective (Risatti, 2009). To offset this, some 

retailers currently use hand-painted touches in their logos and advertisements to maintain 

a distinctive and unique feeling; some achieve unprecedented revenue as a result of this 

mixture, with Etsy (an online shop for handmade goods) and Trader Joe (a popular online 

grocery store) as prime examples (Offensend, 2012). All these shops are online and can 

source their products from anywhere in the world by setting the region on their websites. 

According to Risatti (2009), crafts must articulate a role for itself in contemporary society, 

otherwise its contribution will be lost. He affirms that without a way of understanding and 
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valuing crafts on its own terms, the field languishes aesthetically, being judged by fine art 

criteria that automatically deny art status to craft objects.  

As a result of the above, the significance of crafts in general (handmade or by 

machine), and Arabic calligraphy in particular, is to represent the culture and traditions of 

a country/region/cultural group and to maintain traditional art, heritage and culture, 

traditional skills and talents which are associated with people’s lifestyles and history. Its 

significance is also clear in creating ample opportunities for employment at local and 

national levels, including social development, marketing, resource management, 

diversification of products, communication networks, and strengthening public and private 

industry (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). 

One can add, as well, the core aspects of value that are relevant to cultural theory 

(Arab culture), i.e. the aesthetic and the economic (Edgar et al., 2007). Aesthetic value 

includes the worth of cultural goods and activities such as the cultural value of particular 

works of art (Arabic calligraphy) or the cultural products that are consumed by society 

(ibid.). There is a positive correlation between aesthetic value and economic value; for 

example, aesthetically valued objects can be traded at higher prices (Bourdieu, 1984). Also, 

the fame of the artist, marketing strategy and the rarity of an artwork contribute to raise its 

value. The value of cultural goods depends upon the amount of labour time that has gone 

into their production by hand or machine alike (ibid.). This is a key drawback with crafts 

in that they are expensive because many of them take time to produce, limiting the number 

of people who can consume them and limiting profit margins (ibid.). This means that 

machines need to fill in the gap where handmade products are not available in huge 

quantities. Emery Walker, whose 1888 lecture inspired William Morris and others 

‘Letterpress Printing and Illustration’, sought to reconcile two approaches to typography 

and printing: commercial and fine art printing (Peterson, 1991), as there is indeed an 
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argument that technologies can provide accessibility through affordability to more people, 

rather than just a well-off elite. He also 'pointed out that mechanical harmony and artistic 

harmony went hand in hand.' (ibid.: 330). However, this affects the originality of the craft 

of handmade products with their traditional and cultural meanings. As William Morris 

lamented the loss of craftsmanship inherent in the mechanisation of labour, he was not 

always averse to using new methods (Morris, 1884). Morris envisions that ‘machines of the 

most ingenious and best approved kinds will be used when necessary, but will be used 

simply to save human labour’ (ibid.: 2). The next section discusses practical techniques 

which affect the aesthetic aspect of producing a creative work of Arabic calligraphy. 

 

 Factors Affecting the Aesthetic Aspect of Producing a Creative 

Work of Arabic Calligraphy 

Many factors affect the aesthetic aspect of producing a creative work of Arabic calligraphy, 

for instance, the type of paper used for manuscripts and documents. Papermaking was 

invented in China in 105AD but did not reach the Middle East until 751, which was a 

turning point in the art of writing (Bloom, 2001). Paper, as a written communication tool, 

played a major role in reforming Arabic calligraphy (ibid.), where before the introduction 

of paper, parchment and papyrus were the media for writing Arabic calligraphy (Drah, 

2009). Also, papers were sometimes made of cotton, silk or other fibres, unlike today's 

paper that is made of wood pulp (Bloom, 2001). Moreover, calligraphic papers were 

starched, polished with a smooth stone, such as agate or jade, and glossed before the 

calligrapher could begin to use it, to allow the pen to move easily over its smooth surface 

(Drah, 2009). In recent times these have been replaced by hand-dyed paper and white layout 

paper that is generally affordable (see Figure 49) (ibid.).  
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Another factor was the type of pen (qalam). Most calligraphers used reed pens (giant reed 

or ditch reed - which grow along watercourses), cut with scissors or a knife and kept sharp 

with a sharpening tool (Khan, 2001). These tools were also generally affordable (ibid.). In 

fact, the reed pen, called a qalam, was the preferred pen of Islamic calligraphers and 

remains an essential tool for the calligrapher to this day (Safadi, 1979). The standard length 

of a qalam is about ten inches (24 cm), with different diameters varying from a millimeter 

or two to three quarters of an inch (2 cm) (Khan, 2001: 22). As James (1992) notes, the 

reeds were cut down, then dipped in the marshes and left there for several weeks until they 

had become flexible, before being gathered, sorted, cut, and trimmed. Furthermore, 

calligraphers knew how to identify the best and most appropriate cane to make a good pen, 

how to trim the nib shape, and how to cut the end of the reed with a knife to make a nib of 

equal halves (see Figure 49) (Khan, 2001). The traditional method of cutting the pen (Tan, 

1999: 176) is:  

 

The pen is held between thumb and the forefinger so that the thin side is on the left-hand 

palm and the pen is horizontal, and with the penknife in the right hand, the pen's edge, 

beginning from two fingers backward, is pointed as if the half is going away towards us. 

 

A good handmade pen was sometimes handed down from generation to generation, 

or buried with the calligrapher in his grave (Blair, 2008). Different effects could be 

achieved by how the nib was cut each time (Drah, 2009). For example, a nib cut at an 

oblique angle allowed the calligrapher to draw both thick and thin lines, which added 

elegance and variety to the Arabic script (ibid.). In addition, the width of the pen was also 

important, especially with the Thuluth style, as the width had to be equal to one-third of the 

normal size of pens used at that time (Blair, 2008). Wider nibs were, and still are, used for 

writing the larger script so that the width of the line stays in proportion to the overall size 

of the writing (ibid.).  
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The final influencing factor was the kind of ink (midad or hiber) that was used. Two 

kinds of dark ink were used in early Islamic times: carbon-based inks and metal tannate 

inks in the eleventh century (Blair, 2008). Midad ink was made from soot or carbon mixed 

with oil or plant gums that produced a black ink, while hiber ink was made from gallnuts 

and ferrous compounds, producing a dark-brown ink (ibid.). Subsequently, many other 

kinds of ink appeared such as iron-gall ink, metallic ink (made of gold, silver and copper), 

coal, rice, and olive-based inks (see Figure 49), which are all still used to this day (Drah, 

2009). Later, after the advent of Islam, many colours were used including: red ink made 

from vermillion and minium (red lead); yellow ink made from orpiment (a bright yellow 

mineral consisting of arsenic trisulfide); green ink derived from verdigris, and blue ink 

produced from lapis lazuli (Blair, 2008). However, black and brown inks remained the 

dominant choice because of their colour intensities (ibid.). The preparation techniques of 

ink varied in different regions and could take many days and include many complex 

chemical processes. Some ingredients were added to the ink-making process, either because 

of its colour or smell. As Tan (1999: 183) observed, 'many materials have been used to 

make ink such as juice of pomegranate shell, rose water, henna water, juice of myrtle fruit, 

saffron, greenish rust on copper, vinegar, verjuice, indigo, sarcocolla, and stalks'. 

To sum up, good quality calligraphic artwork demanded good quality materials and 

tools such as paper, pen, and ink to produce good quality calligraphic works. In fact, Arabic 

calligraphy attracted the interest of academic researchers to research its educational, 

cultural, artistic and aesthetic aspects, which is discussed in the next section. 
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Figure 49. Three factors affect the aesthetic aspect of producing a creative work of Arabic calligraphy  
(designed by the researcher) 

 

 

 

 

 Calligraphy in Education 

Most Arab-Islamic countries, including Saudi Arabia, have a unified compulsory general 

education structure consisting of several stages: primary school (age from 6 to 12); 

intermediate school (age from 13 to 15) and secondary school (age from 16 to 18). This is 

the final stage of general education, followed voluntarily by university, which lasts four 

years (age from 19 to 22) followed by postgrad studies. Alternatively, there are many 

institutes for technical education and vocational training, where students can enrol after 
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secondary school for two to four years (El-Sanabary, 1992). Some countries, such as Syria, 

have two stages; basic, which is combined primary and intermediate education (6 to 15 

years old), and secondary education (Kabbani and Salloum, 2010). There are regional 

variations between educational systems on several cosiderations related to gender, religion 

and nationality; for example, Saudi Arabia segregates by gender in all its educational 

systems (Baki, 2004). Likewise, Islamic religious education is part of the curriculum in 

Saudi schools, and education is free at all stages up to university for all Saudi citizens, but 

not for foreign residents (ibid.). In addition, private universities are present too, which are 

not free for Saudi citizens and foreign residents. This research will highlight the impact of 

the educational aspect in Saudi Arabia on the teaching of Arabic calligraphy and graphic 

design and its contribution to enriching the creative industry in the Kingdom in Chapter 

Three.  

Several studies have focused on how Arabic calligraphy is and should be taught and 

assessed. Bahri’s study (1973) deals with the evaluation of the final written tests for Arabic 

calligraphy. She assessed pupils in the first four grades of the primary stage (10-year-old) 

in Iraq, using five criteria of assessment: 1) honesty: whether the chosen assessment tools 

(tests etc.) measure the intended learning outcomes; 2) stability: whether the results are 

consistent when re-evaluated on the same sample and in the same circumstances; 3) 

objectivity: whether the tests are stable and valid and the ease and speed of assessing; 4) 

comprehensiveness: focussing on all aspects and dimensions of the student's personality: 

memory, abilities, tendencies and attitudes; and 5) usability: testing how easily something 

(e.g. calligraphic writing texts) can be used (e.g. by pupils), with the researcher observing 

if problems are encountered or confusion is caused. The study found that 98% of the tests 

did not meet these five conditions and recommended that teachers be trained to perform 

calligraphic tests that achieve all five criteria.  
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Bahri’s second study (1978), evaluated the tests used in Arabic calligraphy in Iraq 

in terms of objectivity, comprehensiveness and usability. Her study found that 95% of the 

written tests were neither objective nor comprehensive, nor easy to use. Rehab (1984) also 

evaluated the skills needed in Arabic calligraphy by pupils in basic education (including 

primary and intermediate stage, 6-15 years old) in Iraq, especially in the Ruq’ah 

calligraphic style. The aim of his research was to find what factors impacted the acquisition 

of Arabic calligraphy skills. The study used a sample group of 240 pupils and found some 

weaknesses inherent in the handwriting of pupils in the primary stage. Also, it deduced that 

Arabic calligraphy is affected by the age of the pupil; handwriting of older pupils in the 

upper classes was better than younger pupils in the lower classes (from 6-12 years).  

Significantly, Rehab’s study (ibid.) establishes that gender is not a factor in learning or 

teaching Arabic calligraphy. Alfi et al.’s study (1993) was concerned with the evaluation 

and diagnosis of common errors in Arabic calligraphy among non-Arabic pupils being 

taught in Arabic. The researcher used four tools applied to a sample of 100 students in the 

fourth and final level at a linguistics institute (diploma programme) at King Saud University 

and from non-Arabic countries in Africa, Asia, Europe and North America. His study found 

a list of common errors in the calligraphy of these students. He recommended reviewing 

the educational programmes for Arabic calligraphy for those students. This current study 

also used the same sample size (100) to collect quantitative research data. 

In another study, Rehab (1993) proposed a programme to teach Arabic calligraphy 

skills, measurements of the outcome are taken before and after an experiment to see if there 

are any changes. The tests were conducted on three groups: two experimental groups made 

up of individuals that received the variable being tested (i.e. the proposed programme) and 

a control group, similar to the other two in make-up but not receiving the test variable. The 

study found that the pupils in the experimental groups were superior to the pupils in the 
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control group in mastering the Naskh calligraphic style. especially the Naskh calligraphic 

style, to fourth grade (10-years-old) pupils in primary school. The common mistakes that 

pupils made were identified by using a pre-test/post-test method, a quasi-experiment where 

the study recommended an increase in the time studying Arabic calligraphy in elementary 

schools was recommended, and a review of the curriculum. Other recommendations for 

teaching Arabic calligraphy were: to students in all colleges of education and inservice 

training courses for teachers. 

Babaoui’s study (1994) aimed to deliver a programme of Arabic and Latin 

calligraphy courses to a sample group of students at the College of Industrial Education, 

Helwan University, Egypt, using the same pre-test/post-test approach. The study found that 

the proposed programme was appropriate for these students, taking into account the 

different results of the experimental and control groups. The study recommended the 

inclusion of Arabic and Latin calligraphy in the curriculum for all groups in industrial 

technology education. Likewise, Hawari’s study (1997) aimed to discover the effectiveness 

of a proposed programme for the development of Arabic calligraphy skills in undergraduate 

students from the third year of the Arabic Language Department at the Faculty of 

Education, Al-Azhar University in Egypt, and its impact on their skills in teaching Arabic 

calligraphy. The study sample consisted of 60 students, randomly and equally divided into 

an experimental group and a control group. The researcher used data gathering tools such 

as an assessment table for Arabic calligraphy skills (Ruq’ah style), observational notes of 

teaching skills and an achievement test. The study showed that a weakness in handwriting 

skills may result in poor language skills. Also, there was effectiveness in the proposed 

programme in the development of some of the skills of Arabic calligraphy among trainee 

teachers in the faculties of education. 
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Al-Eid’s research (2009) studied the conditions of teaching Arabic calligraphy at 

the basic stage level (including primary and intermediate stages, 6-15 years old) from the 

point of view of teachers and educational supervisors in Palestine. The study sample 

consisted of 182 teachers and 4 educational supervisors. The questionnaire consisted of 45 

questions on six topics of Arabic calligraphy: objectives, content, educational means, 

booklets of Arabic calligraphy, teaching methods, and assessment methods. The most 

important findings of the study were: there was clarity in the objectives of teaching Arabic 

calligraphy; the content of the curriculum was appropriate to meet the needs of the pupils; 

some of the means of education were effective; the booklets were suitable for pupils in the 

basic stage and teachers used the traditional methods of teaching Arabic calligraphy rather 

than using the correct evaluation methods. Ahmed and Mohamed’s study (2014) aimed to 

identify a proposed programme for the development of some Arabic calligraphic skills in 

fourth grade pupils (10 years old). The researcher taught 10 skills, especially with Ruq’ah 

calligraphic style, to 20 students in the fourth grade of Ahmed Orabi primary school in 

Muqdadiyah, Iraq (see Figure 50). The researcher divided the sample into two groups: an 

experimental group and a control group. The ten skills were: 1) writing a single letter 

correctly and connecting it to other letters; 2) taking into account which parts of letter have 

to be written on the writing line and which under or above the line; 3) observing different 

letters shapes in Ruq’ah calligraphic style; 4) distinguishing between letters whose shapes 

change depending on their positions in the word; 5) joining letters together properly; 6) 

taking into account the notched edges between letters; 7) taking into account the right length 

of Arabic letters in Ruq’ah calligraphic style; 8) creating reasonable spaces between words 

and letters of a word; 9) achieving consistency of words on the horizontal writing line and 

their straightness; and 10) placing dots and Hamza in their proper places in letters.  
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Figure 50. Skills needed for teaching Ruq’ah calligraphic style 
 

 

The findings of this study showed a statistically significant difference in favour of 

the experimental group, who were given the proposed programme, over the control group, 

who studied using the traditional methods only. The reasons for this are: a) the 

appropriateness of the proposed programme for fourth grade primary school (10-year-old); 

b) the presentation of the proposed programme was interesting to students; c) the existence 

of different means of education and activities stimulated students to absorb more than did 

the traditional methods; and d) the effectiveness of the proposed programme to teach 

Ruq’ah calligraphic style. 

There are studies that deal with the aesthetic and practical aspects of Arabic 

calligraphy in education. For example, Anwar (1994) presents a programme for the 

development of artistic and aesthetic values in Arabic calligraphy of the primary school 
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pupils (6-12 years old). This programme was taught to a sample of pupils from the first 

grade (6 years old) and analysed using pre-test/post-test method on three groups: two 

experimental, with one group studying free style Arabic calligraphy (see Section 1.4.4.1) 

which is not restricted by the rules of writing (free handwriting), and a second group 

studying the Naskh calligraphic style; the third control group did not study any style of 

Arabic calligraphic styles at all. By using a statistical test, observational notes and a scale 

for innovation, the study found there was effectiveness in the proposed programme, with 

the two experimental groups being superior to the control group in achievement, 

performance and innovation. Shehawy’s research (1996) aims to develop Arabic 

calligraphy skills for primary school students in Egypt through a proposed programme to 

develop the skills needed for Naskh and Ruq’ah calligraphic styles. The study was limited 

to a sample of 40 pupils from the fifth grade of primary school (11 years old), divided into 

two experimental groups and a control group. The study found the effectiveness of the 

proposed programme in the development of the skills of Naskh and Ruq’ah calligraphic 

styles, through the superiority of students in the experimental group compared to the control 

group. Al-Eid’s study (2000) aimed to determine and classify the common errors made in 

Arabic calligraphy by ninth-grade pupils (15 years old). The sample of the study consisted 

of 400 ninth-grade pupils randomly selected from many schools in the Gaza Governorate, 

Palestine. The results of the study showed a variance between three main types of errors: 

they related to the shape of the letter, the shape of the word and to the appearance of the 

calligraphy in general.  

There are research studies focused on the developmental aspect of Arabic 

calligraphy in education. For example, Abdul-Hai (2005) aimed to identify the effect of 

using computers (e.g. Photoshop to draw and colour pictures) and Arabic calligraphy 

(traditional styles) to develop the creative ability and educational achievement of the 
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students in the seventh level (the second half of the fourth academic year) at the Department 

of Art Education at Umm Al-Qura University in Makkah, Saudi Arabia. The study sample 

consisted of 36 female students from the department, which were divided in half to form 

an experimental group and a control group. Using pre-test/post-test analysis on elements of 

innovative ability (fluency, flexibility, originality), the study demonstrated that there were 

significant statistical differences between the average scores of the experimental and the 

control groups. Attar’s study (2008) aimed to identify the impact that the use of computers 

in education had on improving some of the Arabic calligraphy skills among the students at 

the Teachers’ College in Makkah through the use of drawing and colouring programs on 

computer. The sample of the study consisted of 65 students, chosen at random from the 

college, studying the Arabic calligraphy curriculum. They were divided into an 

experimental group using typing programs on computers to improve their skills, and a 

control group using traditional methods. To achieve the objective of the study, the 

researcher proposed a change of teaching approach by using computers and traditional 

methods. The results showed statistically significant differences in favour of the 

experimental group, indicating that the use of computer software is effective in improving 

the skills required in Arabic calligraphy through familiarisation of how to draw each style, 

distinguishing between letters and learning how to write them correctly and connect them 

to other letters. The researcher recommended: 1) the implementation of the proposed 

strategy for the teachers of Arabic calligraphy and the use of computers in the teaching of 

Arabic calligraphy of all styles and at all levels of education; 2) the teaching of curricula of 

the Arabic language and Arabic calligraphy, and the preparation of programmes to develop 

the curriculum to include the skills needed to produce calligraphy, and to highlight these 

skills through activities and training; 3) designing and providing intensive training courses 

for teachers of Arabic language and Arabic calligraphy, in order to increase  awareness of 
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the potential of computers in education, and of innovative ways and strategies to use them 

to teach the Arabic calligraphy curriculum. 

The main reason behind listing all these previous studies related to teaching Arabic 

calligraphy in public schools and universities in various Arab countries is to clarify the 

importance of the education factor in promoting Arabic calligraphy and handwriting skills. 

Some of these previous studies have also reflected on the current research strategy; for 

example, in terms of selecting effective methodology (questionnaire) and research samples 

(100 participants), and the appropriate places (universities) for data collection, such as Alfi 

et al.'s study (1993), also the number of questions in a questionnaire; for example, 45 closed 

questions such as Al-Eid's study (2009). These previous studies focused on the practical 

skills of teaching Arabic calligraphy at all levels of education for students of public schools 

and universities in various Arab countries, but this research focused on the category of 

university students in Saudi Arabia. The researcher focused on this practical skill in the 

design of questions by putting a practical open question asking participants to rewrite a 

sentence in two different styles of Arabic calligraphy.  Participants were also asked to 

criticize their handwriting and provide the reasons for this criticism, whether positive or 

negative.  

All previous studies recommended the need to pay attention to the educational 

factor in the teaching of Arabic calligraphy and consolidate its foundations among students 

of public schools and universities. Also, some previous studies such as Abdul-Hai (2005) 

and Attar's study (2008) focused on one of the positive effects of modern technology on 

Arabic calligraphy: the use of computer typing programs to help improve some Arabic 

calligraphy skills among students. The next chapter will explain this improving process 

more thoroughly. 
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 Concluding Remarks  

This chapter established the background context for the research question and sub-

questions, as well as offering an expanded understanding of the historical and contemporary 

dimension of Arabic calligraphy. Its definition, history, transformation, styles, and the tools 

used in its production were discussed in detail. Based on semiotics, this chapter has 

explained that Arabic calligraphic designs signify God's words, including his 

commandments, preaching, orders and prohibitions, and stories. They also symbolize 

Islamic religion and Arab-Islamic culture, language and identity. The potential threats to 

Arabic calligraphy were considered, such as mechanization and cultural appropriation and 

misappropriation, as well as reactions to these challenges. Furthermore, the flexible 

characteristics that have made Arabic calligraphy adaptable to the fields of art and design 

have been explained, and its role in each field. Also discussed were the aesthetic values and 

functionalities of Arabic calligraphy that have allowed it to merge with architecture, fine 

art, fashion and graphic design, thanks to the flexibility and smoothness of its styles. 

Despite the long history of Arabic calligraphy, since its inception in the seventh century, it 

still maintains its existence among other styles of calligraphy because of advantages and 

characteristics which have helped preserve its privileged position. 

The next chapter focuses on the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design, the main topic in this research, leading to a discussion of the current state 

of these arts in Saudi Arabia, as our case study, through the lenses of its industry and its 

Islamic culture. 
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Chapter 2 -  The Relationship between Arabic Calligraphy 

and Graphic Design 

This chapter focuses on the history of the fusion of Arabic calligraphic designs (including; 

lettering, typography and layout) with graphic design in old Qur’anic manuscripts and in 

new design products such as posters and logos.  It discusses the overlaps that may lie 

between them in terms of similarities of their principles and elements. Some handicrafts 

have remained within their traditions and some have extended beyond into new areas of 

development; this chapter begins with this discussion in the Saudi Arabian context.  

Arabic calligraphy is one of Saudi Arabia’s handicrafts and traditional cultural 

expressions, especially in their design, style, colour, appearance and the way they have 

been produced. Arabic calligraphy is a good example to explain the development of 

handicrafts from traditional to modern patterns. Figure 51 is a representational diagram that 

shows the main traditional handicrafts that still exist in Saudi culture today. The red circles 

represent a range of traditional handicrafts in the Kingdom, while the grey circles represent 

areas of contemporary art and design such as architecture, interior design, fine art, fashion 

design and graphic design. As Figure 51 indicates, some traditional handicrafts have 

extended recently into areas of contemporary art and design and have formed new types of 

handicrafts and arts.  
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Figure 51. Handicrafts that still exist in Saudi culture and their developments 
with other art and design fields (designed by the researcher) 
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 Definition of Graphic Design 

The word ‘graphic’ is derived from Greek (graphikos), meaning ‘able to draw or paint’ 

(Guity, 2014). There are many different definitions of graphic design; however, this 

research will only focus on selected definitions and theories that are specifically related to 

the theoretical framework of this study.  

Graphic design can be defined as the art of creating visual statements by using 

artistic compositions of images with or without words, which carry ideas, thoughts, visual 

communication (Meggs and Purvis, 2011). These visual statements or artistic paradigms 

are intended to inspire, teach, persuade, inform, entertain, enhance, or influence a change 

in the ideas of an audience, through visual entities including signs, logos, charts, graphs, 

symbols, line art, drawings, geometric designs, etc. (ibid.).   

In the framework of semiotic theory, which is discussed in Section (1.2), Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design are both forms of visual communication, produced on 

surfaces such as walls, canvases, pottery, computer screens, paper, landscapes, and which 

carry signs and significations that connect with the identity of a society and its beliefs. (Ali, 

2016). Therefore, the use of Arabic calligraphy in graphic design has rich potential because 

they share many characteristics (Zeyad, 2004). Combining the art of calligraphy, visual arts 

and the layout of pages allows graphic designers to contribute to the production of effective 

graphic designs (Al-Arabi, 2009).  

According to Helfand (2009: 4-5) ‘Graphic design is a popular art and a practical 

art, an applied art and an ancient art. Simply put, it is the art of visualizing ideas.’ It is also 

‘the most ubiquitous of all the arts. It responds to needs at once personal and public, 

embraces concerns both economic and ergonomic, and is informed by many disciplines, 

including art and architecture, philosophy and ethics, literature and language, science and 

politics and performance.’ (ibid.). ‘It uses a variety of methods to combine symbols, 
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images, and words to create visual representations of ideas and messages.’ (Al-A'ani, 2013: 

16). It is a form of visual communication, that ‘refers to a number of technical and 

professional disciplines that focus on visual communications and methods of their display’ 

(ibid.: 16) Today graphic designers combine typography, visual arts and page layout 

techniques by using professional computer software and hardware and machines to produce 

or display graphic products (ibid.). Additionally, graphic design is the art of visualizing 

ideas through the use of text and images, numbers and charts, and photographs and 

illustrations; a single visual image can convey meaning and understanding to the related 

issue more than any other method of communication (Helfand, 2009).  

 

 Graphic Design in Conjunction with the History of Arabic 

Calligraphy 

As mentioned in Section (1.1), Arabic calligraphy is an art form of written language; 

therefore, when looking at its history alongside graphic design, one should also look at the 

history of ornate writing, page design, illustration and lettering styles in general. 'Graphic 

design has been practiced in various forms throughout history; indeed, strong examples of 

graphic design date back to manuscripts in ancient China, Egypt, and Greece' (Meggs, 

2013: 1). Scribes and manuscript designers were not consciously creating ‘graphic designs,’ 

but they worked to create a blend of text and image to convey the idea of the manuscript 

harmoniously (ibid.). In the fifteenth century, graphic design developed alongside printing 

and book production, continuing over subsequent centuries (ibid.). 

'Although graphic design advent as a profession is fairly recent, it has roots that reach deep 

into antiquity' (Meggs, 2013: 1). It is widely accepted that the ancient Egyptians were the 

founders of the concept of ‘visual communication design' (Al-Arabi, 2009). Their graphics 
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history (paintings and symbols) merged with the history of their writing in 4000-3000 BC 

(ibid.). From the beginning of Egypt’s recorded history, Egyptian scribes and engravers 

used a combination of the written message and images to convey various socio-cultural 

values that were at the roots of their system of beliefs (Meggs and Purvis, 2011).  

Some four millennia later, the earliest example found of the fusion between graphic 

design and Arabic calligraphy appeared in highly decorated manuscripts of the Qur'an in 

the seventh century, after the Kufic calligraphic style was (see Section 1.3.2.1). Figure 52 

shows a page from the Qur'an written in early Kufic calligraphic style in the eighth century 

(Guity, 2014). This page shows striking design in the layout of the text and the page, the 

extension of the horizontal axis of the letters, and the use of decorative circular devices 

between verses that were written and drawn by scribes and manuscript designers in that 

period of time. 
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Figure 52. Folio from a Qur'an manuscript written in the early Kufic calligraphic style from North Africa or the 

Near East, sura XVIII, al-Kahf, verses 16-21, circa 750-800 AD, 320 x 400 mm 
 

In the period that followed (750-1258), the Kufic style developed into varying types; 

red dots were added above or below the letter or between the letters to indicate vowels, to 

aid the correct pronunciation of the letter and to distinguish sounds that were represented 

by the same base letter-form (Bushinah, 2012). These red dots function in a similar way to 

the diacritical marks (Tashkil / vocalization) that appeared later (ibid.). The red dots in 

Figure 51 and 52 indicate vowels: a dot above the letter indicated the vowel ‘a’, a dot below 

indicated the vowel ‘i’, a dot on the side of a letter stood for the vowel ‘u’, and two dots 

stood for the tanwin.  
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In the tenth century, highly decorated manuscripts of the Qur'an appeared, often 

written in black ink with gold leaf designs on parchment or paper to stunning effect (Drogin, 

1989). Figure 53 is a Qur'an page on parchment from the tenth century that is preserved at 

the Istanbul Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts. It shows graphic touches in the 

ornamental designs in page margins (Islamic vegetal and geometric patterns), decorative 

design in circular devices between verses, small decorative circular designs, the layout of 

the whole text and the page, and decorative frames. The Kufic style used on this page 

appears in the form of abstract letters spaced out from one another, scattered like current 

modern graphic designs, although they are carrying a spiritual message. This means that 

graphic design follows manuscripts conventions. 

 

 
 

 
Figure 53. The use of black ink and golden leaf designs to write the Qur'an on parchment or paper from the 10th 

century Near East, Abbasid period 20.9 x 28.3 cm / Istanbul, Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, SE 611 
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When the Naskh style appeared in the seventh century, and was already well-

structured by the ninth century (see Section 1.3.2.2), Arabic calligraphy entered a golden 

age with the calligrapher Ibn Muqlah, who reformed writing and laid the rules for six styles 

of Arabic calligraphy with firm principles (Al-Jubouri, 2000). These six styles are Thuluth, 

Naskh, Muhaqqaq, Rayhan, Tawqi and Riq’a (Ali, 1984). Some of these have continued 

and evolved and some have not. Figure 54 shows verses from the Sura Al-Qamar 18-22, 

which is a chapter of the Qur'an, written in the specific style of Muhaqqaq. It also shows 

variety in the size and layout of texts compared with the whole page. Also, scribes and 

manuscript designers added some decorative vegetal design in the margin of the page, and 

supplementary diacritics surrounding Arabic letters, called Tashkil. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 54. Folio from a Qur'an manuscript written in the Muhaqqaq style,1199–1399 AD, 35.8 × 26.4 cm 
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From the eleventh to the thirteenth century, after the invention of Naskh, many other styles 

of calligraphy flourished, such as the different types of Kufic style: Eastern Kufic, Kufic 

Mo’araq (foliated), Kufic Muzaffar (plaited), and Kufic Handasi (square); Muhaqqaq and 

Rayhan (Al-Jubouri, 2000). Many calligraphers created various stunning cursive scripts in 

their artistic pursuit of excellence by adding foliation, interfacing, and other complexities 

to ornament the manuscript (Guity, 2014).  Figure 55 shows a Page of the Qur'an written 

from the eleventh century written in Eastern Kufic style (see Section 1.3.2.1). This style 

was highly appropriate for decorative use, especially in the architecture of mosques, and 

castles. Muslim calligraphers beautified the lettering styles and pages of the Qur'an by 

introducing ornamental designs (Islamic vegetal and geometric patterns) in page margins 

and covers of the Qur'an (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 55.  Folio from a Qur'an manuscript with Eastern Kufic calligraphic style, ca. 1180 AD, (22.2 x 29.8 cm) 
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Similarly, Arabic calligraphy in general was at its zenith during this period and until 

the end of the fourteenth century, when special attention was given to the arts of the Qur'an 

including transcription, illumination, illustration, and binding (ibid.). Also, the court 

communication and Firmans (official documents or decrees), show astonishing examples 

of Arabic calligraphic designs, including layout of texts and pages. Figure 56, for example, 

shows a Firman (Official Decree) dated 1550 AD, with illuminated heading, stripe frames 

and ornate seal distributed in certain ways on the page. 

Furthermore, many calligraphers in this period contributed significantly to the 

production of fine copies of the Qur'an, where they were commissioned by Muslim princes 

to copy and illuminate it in scripts such as Rayhan, Muhaqqaq, and Thuluth (Bushinah, 

2012). Safadi (1979) notes that some styles of Islamic calligraphy aim to create a balance 

between beauty, greatness and majesty, by writing clear large scripts in the Qur'ans, with 

softly-coloured illumination, and almost invisible floral patterns. Thus, the calligraphers of 

this era were the first to use various styles with different sizes of Qur’anic scripts on the 

same page, where many master calligraphers distinguished themselves by the superb 

artistic skills exhibited in their work. As a result, the most impressive, largest and smallest 

copies of the Qur'an were produced in this era, see Figure 57; for example, shows the 

largest-sized Qur'ans, written in the Muhaqqaq script by Omar Aqta’ to impress the ruler 

Timur (Tamerlane, 1336–1405) with his skill. 
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Figure 56. Firman (official decree) with Illuminated Heading, 1550 AD, attributed to India, Deccan, 
Bidar, (64.2 x 19.3 cm) 

 
 

 

 
Figure 57. The Timurid Qur’an written in the Muhaqqaq script by Omar Aqta’ (Tamerlane, 1336–1405), 5-foot 

by 7-foot displayed as part of the exhibit at the Sackler Gallery in Washington 
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By the end of the fourteenth century, the Chinese Empire was also affected by the 

spread of Islam, and Muslim calligraphers incorporated their own designs with Chinese 

designs (Blair, 2008). Figure 58 presents two pages of a seventh-century Chinese Qur'an 

manuscript, and shows how the shape of the Arabic letters is completely different from 

previous styles, due to the Chinese influence. This unique style of Arabic script called Sini 

(Chinese), derived from the Thuluth style, has distinguishing features of rounded letters and 

very thin lines (Wang and Lee, 2001) (see Section 1.3.3). Scribes placed the verses, 

including vegetal and geometric symbols and lanterns, inside the Chinese local design. 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 58.  Chinese Qur’an manuscript from 17th century, held by the British Library, 27.5 x 19.4cm/ BL 
Or.15256/1, ff. 55v-56r 

 
 
 

Ornamental designs in page margins
(Chinees vegetal and geometric symbols, including the lantern motif)

Su
pp

le
m

en
ta

ry
 

di
ac

ri
tic

s (
 T

as
hk

il 
)

Layout of the whole text and the page

D
ec

or
at

iv
e 

fr
am

es
 a

nd
 sq

ua
re

s 

O
th

er
 o

rn
am

en
ta

l d
es

ig
ns

 th
at

 c
om

bi
ne

 
al

l d
es

ig
n 

el
em

en
ts

 su
ch

 a
s s

ym
m

et
ry

,
 b

al
an

ce
, r

efl
ec

tio
n,

 c
on

tr
as

t, 
et

c.

Sm
al

l d
ec

or
at

iv
ed

es
ig

n 
in

 d
ev

ic
e b

et
w

ee
n 

ve
rs

es



           

 155 

From the end of the fifteenth to the seventeenth century was a major turning point 

in the history of Islamic culture in Persia, Asia Minor, and India, where great calligraphic 

skills were exhibited, not only in the arts of the Qur'an, but also in poetry and architecture 

(Blair, 2008). Figure 59 presents the use of Arabic calligraphy in poetry in the fifteenth 

century, where several lines of a small script (Naskh) are framed by one or two lines in a 

larger script (Thuluth or Muhaqqaq) and then pasted onto a sheet of marbleized paper. Also, 

Figure 60 shows images of Qur'anic verses carved in the Bibi Khanum Mosque (1404), 

Uzbekistan, the Dome of Selimiye Mosque, Turkey (1575); and the Taj Mahal, India 

(1632). Architecture was pre-eminent among other Islamic arts, hence architectural artists 

sculpted and carved Qur'anic verses into their architectural work, especially in mosques, 

shrines and Islamic palaces, to emphasize Islamic identity (see Section 1.4.1), where scribes 

and sculptors have manipulated  elements of design and motif, background designs, and 

lettering styles. 

Figure 59. Arabic calligraphy in poetry, calligrapher Shaikh Hamdullah ibn Mustafa Dede (Turkish, 
Amasya 1436–1520 Istanbul), ca. 1500, (23.8 x 32.1 cm) 
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Figure 60. Styles of Arabic calligraphic designs used in architecture 
 

 

Similarly, the expansion of Islamic culture into the former Persian and Byzantine 

empires, centred in modern day Iran and Turkey respectively, resulted in the development 

of regional calligraphic schools, styles and decorative elements (graphic ornamentations) 

(Khan, 2001). As a result of this expansion, the cultural differences encountered during the 

Muslim conquests influenced the production of new patterns characterized by consistency, 

elegance and artistry (ibid.). The art of writing with Arabic alphabet became an abstract 

expression of Islam, and some Arabic calligraphic styles were developed, such as Ta'liq in 

Persia and Diwani in the Ottoman Empire. 

Arabic calligraphy inside the dome of Selimiye Mosque, an Ottoman 

imperial mosque, in Edirne, Turkey in 1575. 

The Bibi Khanum Mosque, built in Samarkand, in 1404.

Taj Mahal calligraphy, Qur’anic verses in the 'thuluth' script made of jasper or black marble, inlaid in white marble panels, in 1632..
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In Persia, the golden age for master calligraphers began at the end of the fourteenth 

century when they were producing alluring and attractive masterpieces of Islamic art 

(Guity, 2014). They created the Nasta'liq calligraphic style, a compound derived from 

Naskh and Ta'liq (see Section 1.3.2.4).  Figure 61 shows a copy of a Qur'an written in 

Persian Naskh script from the sixteenth century, incorporating ink, gold and opaque 

watercolour on paper. The shape of the Arabic letters is clearer and more elegant (ibid.). 

The style of these copies is the closest to current copies of the Qur'an that circulate among 

all Muslims: for example, the copies of the Holy Qur'an printed in different styles of Arabic 

calligraphy at the King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex in Madinah (see Section 

3.1.5.2), Saudi Arabia and distributed all over the world in Arabic and other foreign 

languages (see Section 3.1.5). Creativity appears in the layout of the pages, the ornamental 

designs in page margins (Islamic vegetal and geometric patterns), small decorative circular 

devices between verses, and diacritical marks (Tashkil / vocalization). 

 

 
Figure 61. A decorated Qur'an, from the city of Tabriz, by calligrapher Ali b. Mahmud al-HavaviIran (15 

January 1516). Each page is 37 x 29 cm.  (Istanbul, Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, TIEM 232) 
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During the Mughal reign in India (1526-1858), some of the finest and most elegant 

arts, poetry, prose, and architecture in the history of Muslim dynasties were produced 

(Guity, 2014). A good example is the elegant calligraphic inscriptions displayed in the 

geometric friezes on the white marble of the Taj Mahal in Agra, India (Safadi, 1979). The 

Arabic characters in Mughal reign are thicker and bolder than previous styles, with the 

letters widely spaced and the curves more rounded (see Figure 62), (ibid.). Figure 62 shows 

the high level of decoration and the flourishing of calligraphy in an architecture produced 

during the Mughal reign in India. 'The calligraphers were regarded as the highly skilled 

artists and had a high place in the imperial court. Most of the time they were also given an 

authority to chose the text of inscriptions.’ (Ali, 2017: 41). In this period, the exchange of 

knowledge became widespread, helping the Islamic Empire in India to flourish and bring 

wealth, learning and art not only to the countries it conquered but also to Christian Europe 

(Blair, 2008). 

Figure 62. Arabic calligraphy on Mughal Monuments of North India, Mughal emperor Akbar's Tomb (1556 -
1605), Agra 
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The Ottoman empire from 1444 until 1923 also saw a creative fusion of Ottoman 

arts and architecture, which is visible in the art and calligraphy used to produce and decorate 

books. This includes some new calligraphic styles such as Tughra (Blair, 2008), a 

calligraphic signature of the sultan's authority (Al-Jubouri, 2000), which is not associated 

with the Holy Qur’an and, therefore, does not signify the Word of God or carry spiritual 

meaning. It was included in all official issuances of the Ottoman administration, including 

royal decrees, documents, correspondence and coins (ibid.). The insignia consists of the 

name of the reigning sultan, his father's name, his title, and the phrase ‘the eternally 

victorious’, see Figure 63. The shape of the Arabic letters is different, overlapping each 

other more than in other styles, and written in different sizes, all of which make it harder to 

read (Guity, 2014). The concept of this calligraphic style is closer to the concept of the 

graphic design of today in logos, in terms of filling the space with design elements, carrying 

the message, identifying a way of communicating with the audience, and using the 

signifier/signified dichotomy.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 63. Tughra (Insignia) of Sultan Süleiman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66), (ca.1555–60), Istanbul, (64.5 x 52.1 

cm) written in ink, opaque watercolour, and gold on parchment paper 
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With the background of expanding Muslim conquests and religious influence across 

different continents and peoples over the centuries, it can be said that Arabic calligraphy is 

a range of signifiers that are constantly changing in every era and culture in terms of form, 

design and decoration. Similarly, the design of Islamic decorative patterns (floral and 

geometric ornaments), that accompany the calligraphy and the layout of pages, illustration 

and lettering styles and copies of the Holy Qur’an, also change according to the local 

specificities of each culture. 'Handmade manuscript books in Islamic lands also achieved a 

masterful level of artistic and technical achievement, especially within the tradition of 

Persian miniature painting' (Meggs, 2013: 3).  

In general, calligraphic handmade manuscript books have inspired printed books 

and the publishing industry because of the contours, simplicity and design elements such 

as rhythm, balance, proportion, spaces, unity and contrast in shape and colour (see Section 

2.6.1). Similarly, the layout of text and pages, and the distribution of design elements in 

these manuscript books have inspired designers when designing the pages of magazines, 

newspapers, websites, posters, brochures and logos (ibid.). The conjunction of graphic 

design with the history of Arabic calligraphy, especially through Qur'anic manuscripts, 

shows that it rests within a history of Islamic design that emerges from the history of Arabic 

calligraphy. As some of the designs have historical roots in Arab-Islamic culture and the 

religion of Islam, graphic designers who do not read or understand the Arabic language, or 

other languages that have used Arabic script, can still see Arabic calligraphy as a design 

tool that has a long history of successful application. 
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 Suitability and Applicability of the Selected Styles of Arabic 

Calligraphy to Modern Graphic Designs 

Graphic design is the art and profession of selecting and arranging visual elements—such 

as typography, images, symbols, and colours—to convey a message to an audience' 

(Meggs, 2013: 1). It exhibits cultural aspirations, historical memories, spiritual beliefs, 

ethical judgments, and socio-economical modes of life that are related to the culture and 

identity of a specific or general audience (Guity, 2014). McLuhan (1994: 7) clearly states 

that: 

In a culture like ours [modern or global culture], long accustomed to splitting and dividing 

all things as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock to be reminded that, in 

operational and practical fact, the medium is the message. This is merely to say that the 

personal and social consequences of any medium - that is, of any extension of ourselves - 

result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, 

or by any new technology. 

He tells us that a ‘‘message’ of any medium or technology is ‘the change of scale 

or pace or pattern’, that it ‘introduces into human affairs’ (ibid.: 8). Change emerges from 

everything that people conceive or create; all their inventions, innovations, ideas and ideals 

are considered media from McLuhan’s perspective, while the extension of the human body 

or senses or mind is anything from which a change emerges (Logan, 2010). McLuhan 

(1994) notes that change in the public attitude does not happen because of the content or 

use of the innovation, but because of changes in interpersonal dynamics that the innovation 

brings with it. The statement ‘the medium is the message’ was widely criticized and 

understood differently from what McLuhan meant (Logan, 2010). Many now assume that 

the word ‘medium’ refers to the mass-media of communication such as radio, television, 

the press, and the Internet, and that ‘the message’ indicates the content of information 
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(ibid.). However, McLuhan (1994) clarified that each medium generates a different 

message or effect on human sensibilities. This means that the medium affects the society 

in which it plays a role by the characteristics of the medium itself, and not only by the 

content delivered through the medium (ibid.). Thus, changes in societal or cultural 

conditions refers to the presence of a new medium influencing the message (ibid.). This 

means that graphic design in combination with Arabic calligraphy (as a medium, which 

combines traditional and modern techniques) will have an impact on whatever message it 

contains. The visible messages that result from this merger of graphic design and Arabic 

calligraphy in designs, which include images and texts, have far-reaching sociological, 

aesthetic, and philosophical significance that might be changing the ways in which people 

experience the world as do many fields of visual communication, e.g. cinema. 

A graphic designer is now universally recognised to be an artist engaged in 

communication or advertising design (Guity, 2014). The role of the graphic designer is to 

communicate the client's message to the right audience successfully, firstly, by ‘using the 

collective memories, human sensitivities, cultural criteria, historical experiences of 

triumphs and tragedies’ and secondly by ‘using the visual grammar of geometry, texture, 

gravity, completeness, tension, harmony and colours’ (Al-A’ani, 2013). However, graphic 

designers work within constraints posed by the commercial and graphic design industry in 

Saudi Arabia. In the light of McLuhan’s theory (1994), this research sets out to indicate the 

change in attitude and response of the public, especially the Saudi people, towards the 

development of Arabic calligraphy through its integration with graphic design. The study 

of Zeyad (2004) found that clients in Saudi Arabia favoured a more modern calligraphic 

style for outdoor signs and logos than traditional styles, because the use of traditional 

Arabic calligraphy in these media does not seem attractive and was difficult to read from a 

distance. Also, the traditional Arabic calligraphy patterns in the industry are subject to 
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gradual modifications in form and pattern to suit commercial purposes, and this matter may 

change or distort the traditional patterns of Arabic calligraphy (ibid.). McLuhan’s insight 

explains how this integration can be seen to constitute a new medium, one that changes 

people’s perceptions towards the use of Arabic calligraphy on everyday items, from 

magazines to logos and websites, to packaging, advertisements, logos, posters etc., bearing 

in mind that change of style and language also changes the meaning that it conveys to 

different people. A specific writing style might be linked to the national sentiment of a 

community while at the same time there may be an element of resentment of a specific 

culture. This research endeavours to show how this successful integration can be seen to 

enhance and sustain the role of Arabic calligraphy, thus affecting Arab-Islamic culture and 

society in the near and long term. 

As already mentioned in Section (1.3.2), there are many styles of Arabic 

calligraphy, but this research is scoped to only six styles with their types, namely: Kufic, 

Naskh, Thuluth, Ta'liq, Ruq’ah and Diwani. It is worth noting here that the applicability of 

these six styles in graphic design differs because each style and type has a particular 

purpose, e.g. offering clarity for reading or providing profuse embellishments and depends 

on the user community (Rashad, 2014). It also depends on the context and application and 

on the user community.  Table 3 offers a comparison of some variables between the six 

different styles of calligraphy and their types. To clarify where each style fits and why it 

has been chosen over other styles by designers and calligraphers, the table compares them 

in terms of form, purpose, and applicability in the field of graphic design. 

The Kufic style (see Section 1.3.2.1 and Table 3), for example, has many types. 

Kufic Basset (simple), for example, is not suitable for graphic design products that need to 

be readable because it is difficult to read; it is only used for ornamental and aesthetic 

purposes on graphic products (Rashad, 2014). Readability is not always a priority or even 
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desirable in all graphic design contexts, e.g. logos, monograms as patterns, etc. Figure 64 

shows the use of the Kufic Basset (simple) style to write the name of an Egyptian film (main 

heading) on a poster, while in Figure 65 it was used as monograms in logo. Other Kufic 

types are Kufic Mo’araq (foliated) and Kufic Muzahar (floriated) contain particular 

aesthetic values resulting from a combination of the writings in the form of straight lines 

and decorations that appear in the form of curved lines (see Figure 66 and 67). This 

combination creates an air of joy in the lines, so they can be used in graphic designs of a 

social nature that remind people enjoying holidays and public celebrations, or on posters 

and information boards about museums of civilizational heritage (ibid.: 56). By contrast, 

Kufic Muzaffar (plaited) and Kufic Handasi (square), which are also too difficult to read; 

hence they are less frequently used for graphic designs that are meant to communicate 

linguistically and clearly as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic (ibid.) (see Figure 68 and 

69). That said, the use of more decorations should be avoided as it would render the design 

overly complex and difficult to separate and read especially those that are meant to be 

readable (Alnajdi, 2001).  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 64. The use of the Kufic Basset (simple) style in the 
Egyptian film poster for ‘Almaz and Abdul Hamuli’ 
[almaz wa abdul hamuli] (1962), size: 27 x 39 litho 
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Figure 65. The use of the oldest Arabic calligraphy style 
(Kufic) as monograms for a new brand on the block, 
@uma.idn the Arabic monogram, danny_logo 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 66. The use of the Kufic 
Muzahar (floriated) style in graphic 
designs of a social nature that remind 
people about Ramadan Eid, one of the 
famous public celebrations for 
Muslims 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 67. The use of the Kufic Mo’araq style in designing 
a banner for a theatre in Cairo -- from Hamid Aytac 
(1891/1982 Istanbul) 
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Figure 68. The use of the 
Kufic Handasi (square) 
style in designing logos for 
the law office of Looaye 
Al-Akkas, in the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 69. The use of the Kufic 
Muzaffar (plaited) style in designing 
a logo for a mosque in London under 
the name ‘Quba Mosque’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



           

 167 

The Naskh style (see Section 1.3.2.2 and Table 3) is commonly used in current 

graphic designs, particularly for books, because of its ease of writing and reading and clarity 

of form (Rashad, 2014) (see Figure 70). It is also used in headings or sentences and sub-

phrases, or the body of the text, as well as in official government publications because its 

letters are proportionate and consistent, reflective of a society that endorses moderation and 

sobriety (ibid.), as Saudi Arabia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 70. The use of the Naskh style in the 
Egyptian film poster for ‘Bosses’, [al-gababera] 
(1981), size: 27 x 39 litho 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Thuluth style (see Section 1.3.2.3 and Table 3) has many types, such as Thuluth 

interlaced type and Thulth Jali. Thuluth interlaced type is not suitable for use in graphic 

design products that need to be readable because of the overlap that occurs between its 

characters and the changing positions of its letters within words and phrases, as opposed to 

when the goal is aesthetic; the reader may feel tired and discouraged when reading this 
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challenging type of Arabic calligraphy (ibid.). However, Thulth Jali (with ornamental 

pattern) is distinguished for its clarity and regularity of its letters which makes it suitable 

for use in graphic design, especially for creating large headings and subheadings on 

magazine covers. It can also be used for artistic and aesthetic purposes, e.g. in signage, 

posters, logos, and other advertising materials (Zeyad, 2004). Figure 71 shows the recent 

use of the Thuluth style for football players' shirts of league clubs in Saudi Arabia in 2020. 

This is considered to be one of the current efforts that the Ministry of Culture has been 

making to preserve Arabic identity and traditional Arabic calligraphic designs. Also, it is 

an effort to raise awareness of people toward these designs through showing them in sport 

publicity, TV, posters etc. 

 

 
 
 

Figure 71. The use of the Thuluth style in football players' clothes in Saudi Arabia, 18/ 10/ 2020, designed by 
calligrapher Fahad Al-Majhdi 
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The Ta'liq style (see Section 1.3.2.4 and Table 3) has many types such as Ta'liq 

Shaksatah (broken suspension), which is not fit for graphic design products that need to be 

readable because of the lack of consistency concerning its letters and the large number of 

its inflexions, as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic (Rashad, 2014). Designer in Figure 

72 has used this calligraphic style for ornamental and aesthetic purposes, as an ornamental 

pattern of the model's clothe (Abaya), and to create the identity of the poster. On the other 

hand, Ta'liq Jali (with ornamental pattern) type is suitable for graphic design products that 

need to be readable and aesthetic purpose because this type is characterized by its lightness 

and flexibility, although it can sometimes look crowded because of the very short spaces 

between words (ibid.) (see Figure 73).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 72. The use of Ta'liq Shaksatah (broken 
suspension) style in designing poster was 
designed for a Persian film - Gold Award, Reza 
Abedini (Iran), 'Dream of Dust' 
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Figure 73. The use of Ta'liq Jali style in 
designing poster, Shadi Rezaei - Iranian 
graphic designer, Copyright 2007, 
Self_Postrait My Thoughts 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ruq’ah style (see Section 1.3.2.5 and Table 3) is sometimes not appropriate for 

usage in graphic design products that need to be readable, because this style of Arabic 

calligraphy has short sizes of letters, some of which are not so clearly formed (Al-Hussaini, 

2002), yet it is used very frequently for headings and subheadings on book covers and 

movie posters. Figure 74 shows the use of this style in headings and subheadings of an 

Egyptian movie poster. 
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Figure 74. The use of the Ruq’ah style in an 
Egyptian movie poster, ‘The Good Earth’ [el-
ard et-tayeba] (1954), size 35.5 x 47 litho 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Diwani style (see Section 1.3.2.6 and Table 3) is characterized by lightness and 

softness. It is a common choice in graphic design such as advertising for concerts, festivals, 

holidays, ladies' products and cosmetics (Zeyad, 2004) (see Figure 75). By contrast, Diwani 

Jali type (boat form) type contain many curves in their letters with overly decorative dots 

and diacritics that create difficulty in reading, rendering them unsuitable for graphic design 

when the aim is to communicate linguistically, as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic 

(Alnajdi, 2001). Figure 76 shows a poster for an Arabic calligraphy workshop using Arabic 

text that is written in a complex Diwani style, which cannot be easily read. It is not the main 

text, but it is used as a type of decoration added to the poster design. 
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Figure 75. The use of the Diwani 
style in designing a poster for a 
calligraphy exhibition organized 
by the Egyptian embassy in 
Croatia, on the occasion of the Day 
of the Arabic Language, in 15th 
December 2015 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 76. The use of the Diwani Jali type (boat form) in designing a poster for an Arabic calligraphy workshop 
using Arabic text written in complex Diwani style 

 

 

Table 3 offers a comparison of some variables between the six different styles of 

calligraphy, and compares them in terms of their types, shape and the applicability in 

graphic design today. 
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Table 3. Comparison of some variables between six different styles of Arabic calligraphy in terms of their types, 
shapes and the applicability in graphic design today (designed by the researcher) 

Style Name ShapeIts typeNo.

Kufic style

Kufic Mo’araq
 (foliated)

Kufic Muzahar
 (floriated) 

Kufic Basset 
(simple)

Kufic Handasi 
(square)

Kufic Muzaffar 
(plaited)

Naskh style (transcription) 

Thuluth Jali 

Thuluth style
(one-third)

Thuluth 
interlaced

1.

2.

3.

Ta'liq style
(suspension) 

4.

Ta'liq 
Shikaste 

Ta'liq Jali 

Ruq’ah style (small sheet 
or parchment)

5.

Diwani style
(related to 

court or diwan) 

Diwani 

Diwani Jali 
(boat form) 

Diwani Guzlani
 

6.

Apply to graphic design today
It is not suitable for graphic design products that need to be 
readable , as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic. However, 
readability is not always a priority or even desirable in all to 
graphic design contexts, e.g. logos, monograms as patterns, etc. 

They contain particular aesthetic values resulting from a 
combination of the writings in the form of straight lines and 
decorations that appear in the form of curved lines. This 
combination creates an air of joy in lines, so they can be used 
in graphic designs of a social nature that reminded people with 
holidays and public celebrations or in posters and indicative 
boards declaring about museums of civilizational heritage

Due to the complexity and clashes between the letters in these 
types and the transformation of calligraphic elements to 
decorative elements, their legibility is challenging. Therefore, 
they are not ideal for use in graphic design when the aim is to 
communicate linguistically, as opposed to when the goal is 
aesthetic

It is commonly used in current graphic designs and particularly 
for books because of its ease of writing and reading and clarity 
of form. It is also used in headings or sentences and 
sub-phrases, or the body of the text, as well as in official 
government publications 
Due to the clarity and regularity of its letters, this type is 
suitable for use in graphic design e.g. posters and logos, 
especially for creating headings and subheadings on magazine 
covers 
It is not suitable for use in graphic design products that need to 
be readable  because of the overlap that occurs between its 
characters and the changing positions of its letters within 
words and phrases, as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic

It is not suitable for use in graphic design products that need to be 
readable  because of the lack of consistency concerning its letters and 
the large number of its inflexions, as opposed to when the goal is 
aesthetic

It is sometimes not appropriate for usage in graphic design products 
that need to be readable, because this style has short sizes of letters, 
some of which are not so clearly formed. Yet it is often used for 
headings and subheadings for book covers and movie posters.

It is characterized by lightness and softness. It is a common choice in 
graphic design such as advertising for concerts, festivals, holidays, 
ladies' products and cosmetics

Both types contain many curves in their letters with overly 
decorative dots and diacritics that create difficulty in reading, 
rendering them unsuitable for graphic design when the aim is to 
communicate linguistically as opposed to when the goal is aesthetic

It is suitable for graphic design because this type is characterized by 
its lightness and flexibility, although it can sometimes look crowded 
because of the very short spaces between words



           

 174 

 The Overlap Between Calligraphy and Graphic Design: Differences 

and Similarities 

There is an overlap between variables in Arabic calligraphy and graphic design; some are 

similar, and some are different. Figure 77 explains each part of this chain of overlapping in 

depth 

 

 

 

Figure 77. The overlap between calligraphy and graphic design (differences and similarities) 
(flowchart designed by the researcher) 
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Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, as Figure 77 shows, are the processes of 

creating visual and textual content in order to communicate messages to a target group 

(Turgut, 2014). However, they involve different techniques of application in combination 

with the visual hierarchy in design elements and page layout techniques (ibid.).  

The earliest writing systems emerged in the third millennium BC, consisting of 

abstract symbols, drawings and descriptive pictures (Guity, 2014). Many agree that words 

can be readily forgotten but images have a prolonged persistence. Bruner (1990) states that 

one can remember only 10% of what one hears, 30% of what one reads, and about 80% of 

what one sees and does. Thalheimer (2006) presents similar findings, with differences in 

relation to reading (20%). Medina (2014), states that text and oral presentations are far less 

efficient than images: people remember approximately 10% of presented information, but 

the figure goes up to 65% if there is visual content. Some authors, such as Simon (2016), 

dispute these statistics. She suggests that the memorability of images is due to the fact that 

they can be highly emotive, and a memory linked to an emotion is more readily recalled 

(ibid.). Combining these images with words, whether located in calligraphic or graphic 

products, may reflect the philosophical, cultural, political and social significance of the 

target audience. As previously referenced (see Section 2.1), McLuhan’s (1994) theory 

states that a visual design stems from the interrelationships among socio-cultural factors 

and has its own impact on viewers' perceptions regardless of its content. He insists that the 

visual design recreates its content (visual message) and determines the ways in which it 

will be seen and understood (ibid.). Thus, the message would have far-reaching 

sociological, cultural, political, economic and philosophical consequences, to the point of 

actually changing the ways in which people experience the world.  

The integration between words and images has created a striking style of visual 

communication through social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram and 
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others. Words and images are different modes of visual communication, each possessing 

its own language that can be interpreted by the reader/viewer, with one mode being more 

efficient than the other at communicating, depending on the context and message (Lester, 

2006). Words combined with images become powerful and effective communicative 

media, and the use of images may promote a return of the significance and value of the 

word (ibid.). Therefore, a semiotic approach is an appropriate way to analyse visual 

communications via graphic design and Arabic calligraphy (see Section 1.2). Semiotic 

theory stresses that images, whatever their kind, are collections of signs, which relate to 

each other based on grammatical rules (Culler, 2000). Both designer and calligrapher need 

to understand this grammar of visual communication in order to approach various layers of 

meanings in graphic and calligraphic products. This grammar is valid for the changes and 

updates in any graphic or calligraphic style.  

Words and images have taken on all modes of mass communication, such as 

newspapers, magazines, television and the Internet (Al-A'ani, 2013); in this visual culture, 

designer or calligrapher needs to understand aspects of the viewers' social, religious and 

educational background (Guity, 2014). They need to know the appropriate language to 

direct to specific viewers, who will otherwise have trouble deciphering the message (Lester, 

2006). Therefore, the role of the designer and calligrapher is not only to offer a visual 

message about a certain issue that activates the viewers' humanity and integrity, but also 

identify concerns of the viewers in their social life and engage fully in the viewers’ interests 

and needs.  

Contemporary design practices, including graphic design and Arabic calligraphy, 

are tightly linked to human factors - the knowledge of psychological and social behaviours 

of individuals and groups, their ethnic histories and social organizational systems and their 

cultural values (Guity, 2014), which, as Winkler (1997) argues, has an impact on their 
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evolution, success, and usefulness (Frascara et al., 1997). Following McLuhan (1994) 

theory (see Section 2.1), designers and calligraphers, through the media of graphic design 

and Arabic calligraphy, reflect feelings, ideas and wishes by accessing collective memories, 

human sensitivities, cultural norms, and historical experiences. Human factors are reflected 

in their visual products that now have an almost ubiquitous presence: socio-political 

signage, corporate logos, packaging, exhibitions, fashion design, street art, magazines, 

book covers, advertisements, websites, etc. (Rashad, 2014). They analyse the visual design 

issues in the context of a theory that incorporates the ethnic and historical realities of design 

practices (ibid.); for example, the design changes in Arabic letters and Islamic motifs 

(vegetal and geometric patterns) due to the cultural influences of later Islamic communities 

such as Chinese, Indian, and Persian (see Sections 1.3.3). 

Graphic design represents the religion, laws, literature, etiquette, customs, 

languages and artefacts of a nation by referencing its visual messages and transmitting them 

from one generation to another (Al-A’ani, 2013), it is also extending or going beyond 

national boundaries (transnational), while Arabic calligraphy does so only for Arabs and 

Muslims. Humans have an instinct for understanding the events around them, explaining 

to each other the experiences they have lived and exchanging feelings, ideas and knowledge 

(Turgut, 2014). Understanding the world is gained not only through reading words but also 

by reading images (Hine,1979). Humans are able to change the content of the visual 

message to suit their individual interests (ibid.), consequently, the ‘medium’ in McLuhan’s 

(1994) theory is restructuring styles of social interdependence and every aspect of an 

individual’s personal life. 

People react to images (calligraphic or graphic) on the basis of their own sensitivity, 

culture, identity, intelligence, mood and passion, as well as interpreting these visual 

communications in their socio-cultural contexts (McLuhan, 1994). This means that the 



           

 178 

environment where the images (calligraphic or graphic) appear may determine people's 

reading and understanding. Neri (2001) argues that the situational and temporal context is 

equally as influential as any other aspect of visual design; the same image would have a 

different impact on the viewer if it appeared in a magazine or a museum, as indeed would 

the day on which the image is seen, as well as geographic context.  

Both graphic design and Arabic calligraphy are considered as popular contemporary 

artforms in the field of art and design. Turgut (2014: 44) assert that ' calligraphy which is 

qualified as ‘old fashion’ and generally accepted as not agreeable style with the new design 

styles, takes the attention of western world active usage of Arabic calligraphy in many 

contemporary typographic arrangements by the Iranian designers'. It has been a unique 

source in the formation of abstract shapes of flexible movement, aesthetic structure 

(geometrical and vegetal structures), and symbols (ibid.). The influence of Arabic 

calligraphy can be seen in modern typographic practice created by Arab and non-Arab 

designers (Yarar, 1987); for example, the use of Arabic calligraphic styles in lettering 

designed with a brush effect (traditional tool) in advertising and industrial products such as 

clothes, posters, logo designs, digital designs and many other graphical products. Attitudes 

towards graphic design include that it is a contemporary artform, where designers use 

various elements in an artistic paradigm that are related to the creation of signs, charts, 

logos, geometric designs, photographic collages etc. (Meggs and Purvis, 2011). 

Perhaps this view of graphic design as a contemporary artform stems from its 

association with industry and technology (Al-A'ani, 2013). As Rashad (2014) suggests, new 

technology is changing the usual vocabulary, creating new meanings, concepts and realities 

for any culture due to the fusion of media platforms, such as interactive TV and social 

networks. Technology has helped graphic design and designers, especially with the surge 

of digital technology that has been a paradigm shift in visual communication and 
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dissemination of information (Al-A'ani, 2013). However, technology may not help 

calligraphy and calligraphers as, from certain perspectives, it has changed the traditional 

calligraphic designs and thus shifted them from the identity and culture to which they 

belong (Zeyad, 2004). Technology has helped to disseminate many types of calligraphy to 

a much wider non-Arab and non-Muslim audience (ibid.). However, it has also made them 

susceptible to cultural appropriation and misappropriation (see Sections 1.3.4 and 1.4.3). 

That said, the combination of Arabic calligraphy with computer technology can create 

striking visual products and be the basis for many designs that favour written characters in 

calligraphic forms. 

In relation to image ‘reading’, Worth (1981: 162) states that ‘pictures are not a 

language in the verbal sense. Pictures have neither lexicon nor syntax in a formal 

grammarian’s sense. But they do have form, structure, convention and rules.’ Each Arabic 

calligraphic style and graphic design has its own grammar. For example, the development 

phase of calligraphy was grounded in the evolution of Arabic writing, formed from symbols 

representing the Arabic language and other languages that use the Arabic script (Turgut, 

2014), and their rules are generally the same (see Section 1.3.3). Thus, the grammar of 

Arabic calligraphy and the connected meanings are related to Arabic language and other 

languages which use the Arabic script, whereas graphic design is a technique of shaping 

and organising the visual structure of pictures and writing to transfer optical messages to 

the audience. According to Evans and Thomas (2012: 4), ‘graphic design is the art of 

arranging pictographic and typographic elements to create effective communication.’ From 

a semiotic point of view, the grammar of graphic design is a set of socially constructed 

resources for the assemblage of meaning and is focused on the expected meaning by scenes, 

the objects portrayed within images and the viewers themselves. In this context, Kress and 

Van Leeuwen (1996) consider that visual designs are like a language or any other semiotic 
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mode; they are social constructs that contain coherent, meaningful and focused messages 

and the audience needs to decipher their encoding from inside the images. 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design require rules of proportion in design, and the 

harmony of proportions and spaces of their visual elements play an essential role. Khatibi 

and Sijelmassi (2001) assert that the geometric harmony of proportions in one letter or 

between letters play an essential role in Arabic calligraphy, and the legibility of the text and 

the beauty of its lines demand rules of proportion. Also, Meggs and Purvis (2011) state that 

graphic design is a technique of selection of visual elements, such as typography, images, 

symbols, colours, numbers, and the arrangement of the spaces between the design elements, 

to transfer a message to an audience. This research will discuss in detail the similarities and 

differences of aesthetic principles and techniques between the elements of Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design. 

Mechanization has been lightening the workload since the advent of modernism in 

the 1920s. Sagmeister (2008) believes that balancing between the handmade and standard 

digital techniques is a common trend in design at the moment, and this balancing is an 

effective way to communicate due to the produced design being more human, handmade, 

subjective, and natural in approach. The Arts and Crafts Movement (see Section 1.6), which 

was essentially anti-industrial and advocated economic and social reform, had a potent 

impact on the arts in Europe until it was replaced by Modernism in the 1930s (Parker, 

1998). Ever since then, the evolution of crafts and graphics products, either by hand or 

machine, have shared the same trajectory despite the fact that technology dominates almost 

every aspect of life. This is because artists and artisans were involved in the design of the 

equipment and the formulation of its usage to be able to produce good quality industrial 

and creative products.  
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Arabic calligraphy and graphic design share many aesthetic foundations and special 

techniques in their designs (Rashad, 2014). For example, handmade processes and 

techniques that are based on humanistic and tactile sensibilities and subjective qualities are 

evident in both calligraphic and graphic products. Forty and Cameron (1995) assert that, to 

achieve its intended object, any design embodies ideas that are held in common by the 

audience. Handmade aesthetic touches are now mainstream and some large businesses have 

sought to use this technique, especially with the economic recession in the craft sector in 

many countries because of technology, such as Saudi Arabia (Maarouf, 2006). Visual styles 

based on techniques such as screen-print, letterpress, paper craft, woodblock print, 

embroidery and hand-drawn lettering in graphics are now a very common sight in branding 

and advertising (Collins et al., 2015). The most artistic and intricate calligraphic works 

were produced by hand (see Sections 1.4.4 and 1.4.4.1); however, there are some computer 

programs, for example, Kelk, FontLab,  and Arabic Calligrapher, that may help beginner 

calligraphers to learn about different styles of Arabic calligraphy and understand the use of 

technology and printing in designing and producing traditional calligraphic phrases 

digitally. These programs also help designers to add calligraphic phrases with traditional 

patterns within a design product. In addition, the technological revolution has also 

developed graphic design over the last decade, especially with techniques and programs 

such as Adobe Photoshop, QuarkXPress and Autodesk Maya, which enable the skilled user 

to produce striking and complex pieces of graphic design (Al-Arabi, 2009). 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design are arts that combine the legibility of text 

and the beauty of typography, and bear a visual message to their audience. Reading and 

understanding are two different aspects of any calligraphic and graphic design (Rashad, 

2014). Thus, the professional designer should identify the target audience, use ordinary 

words, to simplify understanding, and clear letters in the design's heading that reflect the 
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meaning of the text and attract attention (ibid.). Likewise, Vweaah et al. (2006) assert that 

calligraphers should take into account the basic design rules of Arabic calligraphy, not 

attempt to reproduce traditional styles by using computer programs that may misrepresent 

them, and understand the risk to the legacy of Arabic calligraphy of spreading these 

misrepresented styles. It may also be the limitations of the skills of the designer, or the 

limitations of the technology that hinder the accurate replication of certain calligraphic 

styles and cause these misrepresentations. 

Economically, it is not just professional calligraphers and designers that enjoy the 

financial benefits brought by Arabic calligraphy and graphic design. Thanks to the market, 

both these disciplines can make a significant contribution to the economy. The global 

graphic design industry expanded over the five years up to 2017, due to the rising global 

economy, continued consumption, industrial growth, flourishing markets and advances in 

digital communication and graphic design software (Hamlin et al., 2017). Worldwide 

manufacturing and advertising sectors stimulate demand for graphic design services, 

making it the fastest growing sector among the creative industries (Melewar and Saunders, 

2000). Furthermore, the use of the Internet, social networks and smartphones have helped 

to present new avenues for product sales and give opportunities to graphic designers to 

create advertisements for these media (Hanna et al., 2011). As Schwarz and Yair (2010: 

310) state, ‘craft makers make a significant contribution to growth and innovation in the 

wider cultural sector.’ Arabic calligraphy is one of the handicrafts that promote cultural and 

economic development, where such activities represent a special category of small and 

medium-sized projects linked to tourism, leisure and event delivery (Maarouf, 2006).  

Both are creative industries derived from the utilization of creativity, skills and 

talents to create wealth and jobs that vary in terms of their income, technique and 

production (Hidayat, 2015). Many designers and calligraphers can use their talents to work 
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independently in their own small businesses and prefer to be self-employed (Watson, 

1992). The strength that drives growth and creative economic development of any State 

can be defined by the level of productivity of talented people and innovators who create 

jobs for themselves and others (Hidayat, 2015). As Abel et al. (2012: 564) state, 'it is likely 

that bringing together people involved in idea generation and high-skilled activities 

provides a larger boost to productivity than assembling individuals who employ lower 

levels of human capital'. 

Design reflects cultural identity, so calligraphers and designers strive to create work 

that speaks to certain cultural environments (Mohamed and Youssef, 2014). The artisans 

are different in terms of expressing self-identity; calligraphy is a vehicle to represent the 

Arab-Islamic identity and culture of the calligraphers, whether they be Arab Muslims or 

non-Arab Muslims (see Section 1.3.4). However, this expression of their own identity is 

not so prevalent with graphic designers. Sometimes they present notions of their own 

identity and culture in their works and sometimes they present notions of identity and 

culture of the target audience (Meggs and Purvis, 2011), due to the influence of cultural 

globalisation and the approach of copy and paste to aesthetics, design and creativity. 

To sum up, both graphic design and Arabic calligraphy have a trajectory of progress 

in relation to their formative, functional, aesthetic, linguistic, technological aspects, etc. 

Arabic calligraphy has now become an industry because it is the product of a large culture, 

and has values that are strongly linked with Islam and the historical roots of Arabs. 

Likewise, the application of graphic design, from its parallel history with Arabic 

calligraphy to the current industry, draws on the interplay of longstanding cross-currents. 

The integration of Arabic calligraphy into the modern graphic design industry has produced 

striking visual designs that will feed an evolving legacy of Islamic historical heritage, now 

globalized and with an increasing audience of non-Arabs and non-Muslims. 
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 Ornamental Techniques of Arabic Calligraphy Used in Graphic 

Design 

Patterns in Islamic art take three different forms: vegetal patterns, geometric shapes, and 

calligraphic verses from the Holy Qur'an (see Section 1.3.2). Islamic ornamental design 

may seem restricted to two dimensions, but it also offers three-dimensional designs through 

the use of reflecting and shining materials and glazes (Al-Kufi, 2002). It also offers artistic 

techniques such as repetition of design, symmetry and contrast technique, overlap and 

interlacement techniques, composition and rotation techniques, and the mirror effect (Al-

Hussaini, 2002), which will be explained in the next section. All these techniques help make 

Islamic decoration extravagant with intricate and complex patterns, as found in old copies 

of the Qur'an and Islamic architecture (ibid.). There are also some Islamic artistic 

techniques (pictorial writings) that are similar to recent graphic techniques such as Islamic 

seals, zoomorphic micrography technique and Gulzar (Persian).  

 

 Islamic Seals 

In general, seal is presenting the image a person wished to project to the world, over its half 

bear his name and the rest reveal when and where that person lived, their social status and 

aspirations, and their religious beliefs (Gallop, 2018). It is an old technique like namecards 

today, a high proportion of these seals are for regnal names (ibid.). 

Islamic seals inscribed in Arabic script are dating from the earliest days of Islam, 

where they have functioned as symbols of authority (Gallop and Porter, 2012). 'Islamic 

seals can generally be characterised as official personal seals, in which the inscription 

serves to identify the individual sealholder in terms of his position in the social and political 

hierarchy of the state.' (Gallop, 2018: 6). Arabic scripts' inscription takes centre stage in 
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Islamic seals, unlike European seals which are primarily pictorial.  These inscriptions often 

conveyed much more than was written, for example, 'the calligraphy and design of a seal 

reflected the artistic spirit of its time and place, it could also be shaped by personal taste, 

whether cutting-edge or conservative.' (Gallop and Porter, 2012: 3). These Arabic 

inscriptions were traditionally carved in intaglio, where the letters are incised with a chisel 

into the surface of the seal (ibid.). (see Figure 78 and 79). 

They can be found in manuscript letters, miniature and Firmans (official Decree), 

treaties and other documents, and usually made of carnelian, jasper, hematite and agate, as 

well as rock crystal and lapis lazuli and even precious stones such as garnets and emeralds 

in the early period (ibid.). From the fourteenth century onwards, chalcedony become 

popular and metal seals are known, made of brass and silver (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 78. Royal seal from Banten: al-wāthiq billāh al-Sultan Abu 
al-Nasr Muhammad Ishak Zainal Mutakin al-Bantānī al- Shāfi‘ī 
al-... sanat 1219, “He who trusts in God, the Sultan Abu al-Nasr 
Muhammad Ishak Zainal Mutakin of Banten, of the Shāfi‘ī school 
of law, of ..., the year 1219 (1804/5)” (#419). Leiden University 
Library, Cod.Or.2240.II.9.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 79. Seal of Sultan Alauddin Riayat Syah of Pahang (r. 
1614-1615), inscribed al-Sultan Alauddin Riayat Syah ibn 
Abdul Ghaffar Syah // al- wāthiq bi-al-... al-qā’īm bi-... 
khallada Allāh mulkahu wa-sultānahu ..., “The Sultan 
Alauddin Riayat Syah, son of Abdul Ghaffar Syah // he who 
trusts in the ... he who is steadfast ... may God preserve his 
realm and dominion ...” (#1677). Stamped on a peace treaty in 
Portuguese between the King of Pahang (El Rey de Pão) and 
Diogo de Mendonça Furtado, Capitão-mor of the Southern 
Seas, on behalf of the King of Portugal, 16 August 1614. 
Biblioteca Nacional, Lisbon, Col. Pombalina, Cod.507, fol.511. 
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 Zoomorphic Style  

Zoomorphic art can be defined as the creation of sculptures, masks, paintings and drawings 

by using animal imagery or styles (Firth, 1992). Such animal forms have been used as a 

device in artistic symbolism for centuries. In the eleventh century, the first use of animal 

forms in English (see Figure 80) was with initials in manuscripts (Clemoes, 1952). With 

the influence of Western art, zoomorphic calligraphy began to emerge alongside the Arabic 

alphabet when the ban on religious iconography had lost some of its power around 1458 in 

Ottoman Turkey, India and Iran (Shani, 2011). The prohibition of presenting images of 

humans or animals is mostly related to the sculptural arts; in the pre-Islamic period idolatry 

was common and sculptural art flourished (Teparić, 2013). Safadi (1979) notes that the best 

calligraphic styles to use with this zoomorphic technique are Thuluth, Naskh, and Nasta'liq. 

In this technique, calligraphers use elongating, wrapping, and rotating letters to create 

outlines as well as details of the animal (see Figure 81 and 82) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 80. A zoomorphic initial 'E'(xaudiat) with a 
partial border and line-fillers with birds, fish and 
hybrid creatures, France, Central (Paris or Reims), 
Additional 17868, f. 49v, British library 
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Figure 81. Al-Basmalah in the form of a stork drawn by 
Mustafa Rakim Tashmektepli (d. Istanbul, 1767). This is a 
facsimile drawn by his apprentice Isma'il Zuhdu Efendi (d. 
1806) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 82. Thuluth calligraphy in the form of a 
lion, drawn in Iran by Shah Mahmut Nishaburi 
(d. 1495), Istanbul, University Library 
 

 

 

 

Muslim artists used this technique and symbolism to embody animals, humans, 

fruits, plants, and architecture in words and phrases (Grabar, 1992). The figurative designs 

focus on the textual content and its visual expression influences the observer's belief (ibid.); 

for example, a boat is a symbol of salvation for those who believe in one God (Noah's Ark); 

birds (peacock, stork and pigeon) are a symbol of angels bringing goodness; lions represent 

individual personalities (e.g. calligrapher's name) (ibid.) (see Figure 82). This style of 

calligraphy is proof of the creativity of the Muslim calligrapher; despite the religious ban 

on the drawing of living things, they were able to embody the animal form in letters without 
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showing the features and details of the animal itself, which is forbidden (ibid.). This style 

of calligraphy was devised not only to metamorphose script into living forms, but also 

because it is both readable and holds meaning linked with Islamic beliefs, often composed 

of Islamic sayings rather than Qur'anic verses (Khatibi, 1996). Zoomorphic calligraphy is 

meant to have multiple latent meanings for every Arab Muslim. A semiotic approach can 

be applied, as each zoomorphic calligraphic design possesses multiple meanings: the 

message in the calligraphic text, the symbolic form in which the letters appear, and the 

symbolism of the letters themselves. 

This technique of zoomorphic calligraphy has recently been used in visual designs 

in the Middle East, especially when using letters to signify a company, organization, 

product or brand. For example, Figure 83 shows a commemorative stamp and card issued 

by the Saudi postal service to coincide with the Kingdom’s 88th National Day and its 

founding act by the late King Abdulaziz. These designs reflect the identity of Saudi Arabia 

by using the green colour of Saudi flag in background, text and famous buldings (towers, 

mosques and hotels), as well as logos inside icons in these designs represent the institutions 

of culture and business in Saudi Arabia. The designer used zoomorphic calligraphy 

techniques to design the words ‘88th National Day’ in Arabic, in the shape of the map of 

the Kingdom, taking centre place on the stamp and the card. The background featured 

images of famous architectural landmarks in Saudi Arabia and logos of a number of mega 

projects, such as Neom, the Riyadh Railway, Vision 2030, the National Transition Program 

2020, the Digital Transformation Unit, the Public Investment Fund, and the 2018 Hajj 

Season. 
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Figure 83. Commemorative stamp and card issued by Saudi Post 2018 
 

 

 

 Micrography technique 

It is called microcalligraphy, which is an art or technique of writing with extremely small 

characters to form an image. It has been used since medieval times, in both Arabic and 

Hebrew manuscripts (Blair, 2008). The earliest examples form of this technique are 

geometric shapes, but calligraphers developed this technique and create tiny Ghubar scripts 

(dust) to spell out a larger word or phrase (ibid.). This technique is delicate as particles of 

dust on a piece of paper, where words written in this script can be thin as single hair. 

Calligraphers has created a verbal and a visual pun by playing with words-on-words (ibid.). 

Figure 84 shows an example of the micrographic technique, where tiny texts of Qur'an 

written in Naskh style inside the word 'God, there is no god but He' (allah la ilah ila huwa), 

that is written in the centre in Thuluth style. 
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This technique was designed originally to write messages that being sent by carrier 

pigeon, where it compresses words into the smallest possible space (Kaye, 2020). Apart 

from its postal function, it was used by calligraphers in three ways: for the production of 

scrolls; for esoteric, talismanic and magical writings; and for copies of the Qur’an (ibid.), 

see Figure 85. Usually the measure of inscriptions in Ghubar script about 1.3 millimetres 

in height, and rarely exceed 3 millimetres. Micrography technique has been developed 

within the Islamic cultural milieu in which the written word was transformed into elaborate 

decorative patterns (Blair, 2008). The practice established itself only relatively late in 

Islamic art and developed in Ottoman Turkey, India and Qajar Iran around 1458. Many 

calligraphers and designers use this technique in their modern works today (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 84. Detail of a scroll with the entire text of the Qur'an written in the tiny Naskh script arranged to form a 
rug design with a variant of the profession of faith written in Thuluth in the centre, Gulistan Library 
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Figure 85. Qur'an scroll (Carnatic) Southern 
India, late 18th century: © Royal Collection 
Trust/Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gulzar (Persian Calligraphic Style) 

The Gulzar (full of flowers) technique originated in sixteenth century Persia (Guity, 2014). 

It is defined as a visual technique of filling the area inside large letters with various 

ornamental units such as writing, floral designs, geometric patterns, hunting scenes, 

portraits, small scripts, etc. (ibid.). For example, Figure 86 shows a panel of Persian script 

from the nineteenth century where letters are filled with different types and colours of 

flowers on a plain background. This kind of technique is acceptable in Islam when 

compared with its developed version, which appeared in the nineteenth century, where both 

Arab and non-Arab Muslim calligraphers filled the scripts with drawings of animals and 

people. Figure 87 shows a panel of Persian script from the second half of the nineteenth 

century that is filled with decorated animals, people and landscapes on a plain background. 

These drawings are visual communications that reflect the sociological, cultural, political, 

and economic lifestyle of that period. This is discussed in Section 2.4, which examines the 

overlaps between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design.  
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Figure 86. Gulzar (Persian), album Folio in Gulzar Script, late 19th century, Muhammad ibn Ali Naqi al-Husseini 

(Iranian), (16.5 x 23.5cm), Iran, Persian Heritage Foundation, 2013 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 87. A Persian piece in "gulzar" calligraphy from the later 1800s "Iran, second half of the 19th century, 
Ink, gouache and varnish on cardboard, 12 1/2 x 18 1/4 in, Private collection 

 



           

 193 

 Technical Similarities between Calligraphy and Graphic Design 

The following paragraphs undertake an analytical comparison of the similarities and 

differences in the principles found in Arabic calligraphy, graphic design with Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic products in the Middle East, especially Saudi Arabia. It is an 

attempt to explain the depth and strength of the relationship between Arabic calligraphy 

and graphic design and to demonstrate aspects of their successful fusion. To create beautiful 

calligraphic and graphic designs, several fundamentals and principles need to be 

understood by the calligrapher and designer, since the aim is to achieve all, or some, of the 

aesthetic values, as well as the functional aspect in their artistic works (Rashad, 2014). The 

artists also attempt to show themselves, their thoughts and individuality, in the composition 

of the design by organising the artistic design elements, or vocabulary, then creating 

relationships between adjacent elements (ibid.).  

Design elements are basic units of painting, design, drawing, or any other visual 

piece, and refer to a particular set of guidelines for designers or calligraphers (Suhail and 

Mashour, 2014). Vital to every visual project, these elements include: line, colour, shape, 

texture, direction, size, and scale (ibid.). There are seven common similar and different 

basic principles in the design elements in Arabic calligraphy and graphic design: rhythm, 

balance, proportion and proportionality, distribution of elements, spaces, unity, contrast, 

dominance and emphasis (see Figure 88). These guidelines are used to represent 

calligraphers’ and designers’ ideas by using design elements to create salient designs and 

to communicate with their audience visually, where any one of these principles can be the 

focus of the design, or part of it.  
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Figure 88. Basic principles of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design  
(designed by the researcher) 
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The following sub-sections shed light on the similarities and differences between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic designs.  

 

 Similar Aspects in Arabic Calligraphy and Graphic Designs  

 Rhythm (calligraphic and graphic) 

The rhythm in design refers to the regular repetition of the movement that combines unity 

and change (Burckhardt, 2009). Life and the universe in all their manifestations are subject 

to the two main factors of movement and change, which are the fundamental characteristic 

that control the regularity of relations and forms, both in natural forms and in calligraphic 

or graphic works (ibid.). There are two types of this rhythm: rhythmic repetition and 

rhythmic gradient. 

 

 Rhythmic repetition 

This is the process of repeating elements such as letters, words, and images throughout 

calligraphic or graphic designs to give a unified look (Al-Hussaini, 2002). Continuity of 

this repetition achieves the formative movement on the design surface. By virtue of the 

flexibility of Arabic letters and their ease of forming and remodelling, different types of 

repetition is possible. According to Suhail and Mashour (2014), the different types of 

rhythmic repetition are: 

Ø normal repetition, which is a repetition of elements that are repeated in a constant 

position; 

Ø reverse repetition, which is a repetition of elements that are aligned in different 

positions horizontally and vertically; 
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Ø reciprocal repetition, which is a repetition of two or more elements of varying 

lengths that are overlapped.  

Figure 89 shows four examples of different compositions by repeating the letter ق 

in Arabic calligraphy in different designs of repetition. Figure 90 is a similar example of 

letter  repetitions in graphic design that match with calligraphic repetition rules in  ق

calligraphic panels. It can be seen that here is a similarity of element repetition between 

Arabic calligraphy and the principles of graphic design according to Suhail and Mashour 

outlined above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 89. The different repetitive compositions of the letter ق in Arabic calligraphy (designed by the researcher 
in illustrator program) 

Normal repetition قققققققق قققققققق قققققققق
Reciprocal repetitionقققققققق

Reverse repetition (sides)

Reverse repetition (up and down)
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Figure 90. Repetitive composition of the letter ق in graphic design, 8 August 2014 by tasmeemgraphics 

 

 

 

 

 The rhythmic gradient 

In a calligraphic panel, the rhythmic gradient is a gradual way of connecting letters in words 

and linking them within the fundamental rules without creating calligraphic configurations 

at the same time (Burckhardt, 2009). To produce such a perfectly consistent alphabet as the 

one displayed in Figure 91, a calligrapher needs to spend countless hours improving his/her 

skills. Its technique depends on the ability of the calligrapher to make the viewer's eye move 

between the calligraphic elements of letters, words, ornamental forms or ornamentations, 

to know and understand the words and their meanings (Al-Hussaini, 2002). Figure 91 is an 
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example of the rhythmic gradient principle in Arabic calligraphy in terms of the gradual 

connection of letters with words and their graduated sizes.  

In a graphic panel, the rhythmic gradient points to the ease of communicating 

information to the viewers by moving across the elements, whether they are images, shapes, 

words, or numbers (Johnson, 1995). The use of a variety of different colour gradients also 

helps to communicate with the viewers, but moderation and subtlety are always the key to 

the design's success. Figure 92 is an example of the rhythmic gradient principle in graphic 

design in terms of gradual colours, shapes, size of words and type fonts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 91. The rhythmic gradient principle in Arabic calligraphy, amiable by Mohammed Ozcay, 461x675px, 10 

May 2009 
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Figure 92. The rhythmic gradient principle in a graphic poster by Imran Ashraf, A2 size, 11 December 2009 
 

 

 

 

 Balance 

Balance refers to the distribution of visual elements such as colours, texture, and space. As 

Graham (2001: 13) states: ‘the principle of balance is concerned with the distribution of 

visual elements on a page in order to achieve a pleasing and clear layout. [...] An important 

component of balance is learning how to group important information together in a logical 

way.’ These elements should be balanced to make a design feel stable in the two sections 

of the page and separated by a vertical or horizontal imaginary line. The imbalance in 
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anything generates a sense of discomfort in the viewer (Al-Arabi, 2005), and in graphic and 

calligraphic designs it is avoided.  

There are two main types of balance in any calligraphic and graphic designs: 

Ø symmetric balance, a symmetry of the shapes, blocks and lines in the two design 

sections; 

Ø asymmetric balance, an asymmetry of the shapes, blocks and lines in the two 

design sections. 

Figure 93 shows two examples of different compositions of balance (symmetric and 

asymmetric) with the letter ق, and Figure 94 is an example of balance in graphic design in 

terms of shapes and lines. When the horizontal and vertical axes are overlaid on the image 

(see Figure 93 and Figure 94), the concept of balance in design becomes clearer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 93. Two main types of compositional balance in Arabic calligraphy  
(designed by the researcher in illustrator program) 

قققققققق
Symmetric balance

قق قققققق
قق قققق قققق قققق قق

Asymmetric balance
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Figure 94. Balance in a graphic poster exhibition by Alireza Hesaraki, Iran (Tehran 2010)  
 

 

 

 Proportion and proportionality (Scale/Size) 

The harmony of the proportions of letters, shapes, images and other elements plays an 

essential role in creating appealing designs (Al-Hussaini, 2002). Subtle differences in the 

scale and size of the design elements add emphasis to some details in the design. In Arabic 

calligraphy, the dot is the unit of measurement for Arabic letters. Khatibi and Sijelmassi 

(2001) refer to the dot as the square shape that is formed by pressing the top of the 

calligrapher's pen to paper. It has been used to measure the size of Arabic letters themselves 
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or the space between the letters during writing (ibid.). Figure 95 is an example of proportion 

and the proportionality principle in Arabic calligraphy in terms of the size of letters and 

supplementary diacritics, called Tashkil, surrounding Arabic letters and dots. It is 

noticeable in this design that the dots are used next to each character with the same height 

as the letter or the same width. 

In graphic design, the harmony of the design elements is considered the main goal 

of graphic design, and a good design is one which achieves harmony between all of its 

elements (White, 2011). Figure 96 is an example of the proportion and proportionality 

principle in graphic design in terms of forms, words, page layout, and space between the 

elements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 95. Proportion and proportionality principle in Arabic calligraphy, Calligrapher Wissam Shawkat 
(Iraqi), 2006 
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Figure 96. Proportion and proportionality principle in a graphic poster by Khalil Ibrahim, Beauty Anatomy, 9 

February 2015 
 

 

 

 

 

 Distribution of design elements  

The distribution of design elements within the total mass of any space of design ostensibly 

increases the aesthetic of artworks, as well as the visible balance (symmetry and 

asymmetry) (Moustapha and Krishnamurti, 2001). This distribution of the design elements 

is divided into two parts: quantitative distribution and qualitative distribution. 
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 Quantitative distribution 

Calligraphers and designers distribute limited quantities of units of design elements which 

are governed by the background composition, design elements themselves and the way they 

are distributed (technique). The role of these elements is to balance between the vacant 

space and the decorative mass (see Figure 97 and Figure 98). In Arabic calligraphy, the 

quantitative distribution measurements of the units differ in their designs, depending on the 

different calligraphic styles (Rashad, 2014). Quantitative equilibrium is manifested through 

the exchange between the floor/background and the formation. This type of technique is 

reflected in Islamic architecture where words and Qur'anic verses sometimes stand out from 

the background and sometimes the opposite (George, 2010).  Figure 97 is an example of 

the quantitative distribution principle in Arabic calligraphy where the circle (design space) 

is filled with overlapping words and supplementary diacritics (Tashkil). This type of 

creative design shows the tact of the calligrapher and the ability to balance the characters 

and diacritics in the design space (vacuum) and highlight them from the background of the 

design. Figure 98 is an example of the quantitative distribution principle in graphic design, 

where design elements are put together in a visible and readable arrangement, such as 

shapes, words texture, line, and direction. 
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Figure 97. Quantitative distribution principle in Arabic calligraphy Mohammad Haddad, 1691x1696px, 22 
February 2009 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 98. Quantitative distribution principle in a graphic poster by Mohamed Samir, 6 December 2017 
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 Qualitative distribution  

This is based on the colour balance and its balanced distribution in elements, with 

reflections and shadows, or ‘light and shadow’, see Figure 99 and Figure 100. This is a 

harmonious and compatible combination between the sense of the weight of the decorative 

mass, whether it is hot or cold, the sense of transparency of the shadows, and whether to 

give them weight to express the vacuum according to different techniques (Moustapha and 

Krishnamurti, 2001). Colour effectively puts emphasis on the pertinent information that is 

transferred by the other visual elements and can serve as a background or be a supporting 

element to other elements (Pender, 2012). The use of a single foreground colour in design 

is straightforward, but the use of combinations of colours require a deeper understanding 

of their psychological implication in visual design, as colours affect moods and emotions 

(Al-A'ani, 2013). For example, the colour red can prompt anger, love, passion or strong 

will; while the use of blue can create a sense of peace, serenity, and security. Also, there 

are also deep cultural associations with various and certain colours. Take purple, for 

instance, in Japan this colour signifies wealth and power, in Ukraine and Egypt it signifies 

faith, patience and trust, whereas in Thailand it’s a mourning colour worn by widows.  

Figure 99 is an example of the qualitative distribution principle in Arabic calligraphy, 

where the colour balance creates harmony among elements to come together in a final 

product. Figure 100 is an example of the qualitative distribution principle in graphic design, 

where the colour balance can heighten the impact of shapes, lines, and fonts on design 

texture. 
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Figure 99. Qualitative distribution principle 
in Arabic calligraphy, Sufi dervish, İsmail 
Tülüce 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure 100. Qualitative distribution principle in a 
graphic poster by Mehdi Haghshenas 
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 Spaces 

The space between objects, whether positive or negative, is very important; it helps to create 

an overall image for calligraphic and graphic designs and determine shapes and lines 

(Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Positive space refers to the shapes in a design, which is 

considered the main focus of the page, whereas anything else in the design is considered 

negative space or white space (Johnson, 1995). Negative space is just as important as shapes 

in any design (ibid.); for example, margins are a negative space (or white space) which 

organizes text and makes it more readable (ibid.). There are also positive and negative 

shapes in the design space, where positive shapes are the foreground elements (advanced), 

while negative shapes are the background (receded) (Al-Hussaini, 2002). The positive and 

negative shapes are interdependent, which forces viewers to consider the whole space 

(ibid.) (see Figure 101 and Figure 102). 

Figure 101 shows the letter  ق in two examples of different compositions of negative 

and positive spaces in Arabic calligraphy, where they clarify the role of positive and 

negative space to highlight shapes or objects. Figure 102 shows negative and positive 

spaces in the background or between design objects in order to focus on the important parts 

of the design. 
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Figure 101. Negative and positive spaces principle 
in Arabic calligraphy (designed by the researcher in 
illustrator program) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 102. Negative and positive 
spaces principle in graphic design, 
poster for music artist Rajae El 
Mouhandiz, by Tarek Atrissi 
designer 

 

 

 

 

قق
قق

قق
قق

ق ق Negative shape / positive shapeUpward shape / falling shape

Balanced shape (Stable)/ Unbalanced shape

(Mirror)Black space / transparent area

قق
Back / Front 
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 Unity  

Unity contributes with orderliness and coherency to compositions, hence the goal in graphic 

and calligraphic design to achieve visual unity or harmony. Larkin (1985) states that ‘The 

minimal requirement in visual design is […] the organization of all the parts into a unified 

whole. All the parts, no matter how disparate, must be reconciled, so they support each 

other’ (White, 2011: 471). There are mathematical relationships between design elements 

in calligraphic and graphic designs, such as the relationship between parts and the whole 

(ibid.). Unity is central because it establishes an integrated whole of design elements, rather 

than a group of scattered and unrelated parts in a design (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). For 

example, calligraphers and designers do not create one whole entity in their designs; instead 

they first create an indivisible part (small base unit), and then, by using repetition and 

symmetry governed by logical relations, this simple unit becomes a larger entity with more 

aesthetic value (see Figure 103 and Figure 104). Two examples of different compositions 

of unity in Arabic calligraphic (unity into whole / whole into unity) are shown in Figure 

103. The calligraphic design consists of many compositions and each composition consists 

of many base units; this means the unit is the basis of calligraphic design. Figure 104 is an 

example of unity in graphic design (unity into whole / whole into unity). The figure shows 

a composition consisting of one word (Arabic/ يبرع ) that is organised by using repetitions 

and symmetry techniques. 
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Figure 103. Unity principle in Arabic compositions  
(designed by the researcher in illustrator program) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 104. Unity principle in a graphic poster by Sheikha Bin Dhaher 
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 Contrast  

Contrast is the most powerful and engaging techniques used in calligraphic and graphic 

design (White, 2011). It refers to an accentuation of the differences between design 

elements and can be created by varying sizes, colours, weights, levels of complexity, and 

positive/negative shapes (ibid.). It is defined as the difference in visual properties of the 

design elements that makes one object more discernible than other objects (Mullet and 

Sano, 1995). It is helpful for multi-script way-finding and it is an important technique in 

visual design because it creates a focal point, the most important and prominent element in 

the artistic composition, and captures the viewers’ attention (see Figure 105 and Figure 

106) by emphasising position, rhythm, colour contrast, and style. The element of emphasis 

relates to an object, colour or style dominating another for a heightened sense of contrast 

(Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Figure 105 is an example of the contrast principle in Qur'anic 

verse. The focal point is the first letter (و), which indicates the unique orientation of worship 

to God. The colour contrast in this design (golden yellow and black) can direct the attention 

of the reader to the important part or the message. Figure 106 is an example of the contrast 

principle in graphic design where the focal point is the initial letters of the question 'Who 

is the Arabian?' ( يبرعلا وھ نم ). Colour contrast in this design is very strong: black gives an 

impression of authority and power, white represents light, and blue reflects calmness and 

responsibility. 
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Figure 105. Contrast principle in Arabic calligraphy, calligrapher Dawood Becktash, 600x536px, 2 March 2009 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 106. Contrast principle in graphic poster of Pascal Zoghbi, 2008 
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 Different Techniques in Arabic Calligraphy and Graphic Designs 

The previous sub-sections have shown that there are many similar principles in the elements 

of design in Arabic calligraphy and graphic design; however, there are some differences. 

One of these is that, in Arabic calligraphy, decorative writing is produced with a pen or 

brush, whereas graphic design, while also producing purposeful designs by hand, also uses 

digital technology (Rashad, 2014). Another difference is that Arabic calligraphy is related 

to the writing skills needed to draw letters freehand, while in graphic design it involves 

typography, point size, line length, line-spacing (leading), letter-spacing (tracking), and 

adjusting the space within letter pairs (kerning) (Moustapha and Krishnamurti, 2001). A 

further difference is that the writing which does appear in some graphic products needs to 

be legible, especially products that carried information, while illegible writing in 

calligraphic products can be equally appealing (ibid.). 

 

 Arabic Calligraphy’s Contribution to Graphic Design by Hand or 

Machine 

‘The origins of many writings we have been using in graphics design are based on hand 

writing and calligraphic forms’ (Turgut, 2014: 44). Before the computer age, the many 

hand-drawn illustrations were considered the most powerful and beautiful means of 

expression, in spite that some of them were mechanically produced. The school of Bauhaus, 

established in 1919, which taught modern graphic arts and the art of furniture design and 

architecture in Germany, fused fine art with applied arts into a single curriculum (Al-Arabi, 

2005). Its designers replaced photographs with hand-drawn pictures or illustrations. 

Applied arts: industrial, graphic, fashion, interior and decorative, applied design and 

decoration to utilitarian objects of everyday use, as opposed to fine arts, which stimulate 
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viewers aesthetically and intellectually (Steadman, 2008). The idea of the fusion of Arabic 

calligraphy with applied arts is not new in terms of handicraft in the World (see Section 

1.4). 

With computers entering the world of design, illustration has become more 

commercial than aesthetic and has moved far from being uniquely hand-drawn to being 

scanned or printed because of the advent of digital technology (Al-Arabi, 2005: 91), as well 

the use of mechanization before that. Reputable, skilled, professional designers, using 

modern technology, have produced the most powerful works in the history of design (ibid.). 

Therefore, the use of computers in both art and design fields is positive in that it helps 

artists explore new media and experiment endlessly with different approaches and 

combinations. The potentially negative aspect is that designs tend to iterate off each other 

instead of truly innovating.  

Arabic calligraphy has also been utilised to produce innovative hand-drawn graphic 

designs with effective visual expression, processed by computer, attracting more attention 

by wider distribution (Turgut, 2014). Also, as mentioned earlier in Section (1.4.4.1), 

calligraphers and designers can create effective designs by using computer programs that 

help them to type, draw, edit or add filters to produce valuable pieces of calligraphic design. 

One of the prerequisites of graphic design to express its central idea is the presence of 

written text. According to Al-Arabi (2005), text is an integral part of graphic design. Text 

design and type design (font design) are part of typography design and both of them are 

part of graphic design (see  Figure 107).  
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Figure 107. The relationship between text and graphic design, (designed by the researcher) 
 

 

 

 

The importance of text in design is to help the viewer understand the design and its 

purpose (Al-A'ani, 2013). This is what Barthes (1964) discusses in his theory of ‘the text’, 

drawing on Saussure's concept of semiotics (see Section 1.2). He argues that text is what 

anchors the potentially infinite field of an image's representation. Written texts in all media, 

both electronic and printed, are complex networks accompanied by images and other non-

linguistic elements (Džanić, 2013), which explains the rareness of plain text in 

advertisements today, and the success of advertising techniques that consist of more than 

one element; readers of advertisements are not experiencing images in isolation from the 

accompanied verbal text and vice versa (Goddard, 2005). The text is present in every image 

and helps viewers focus their attention in terms of identification and interpretation. In fact, 

Graphic design

Typography 
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Text and 
Type design
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many advertisements contain text in the form of a full paragraph or two, or a major text that 

increases the definition of the idea of advertising (Rashad, 2014). Moreover, 

advertisements that contain strong influential text are successful at reaching their audience 

because they give them a clear understanding of carried message (Al-A'ani, 2013), in spite 

there are a lot of effective advertisements without texts, or their texts are illegible.  

Also, with all the advertising placed in front of consumers on a daily basis, it’s 

important to use type in such a way that it attracts the reader’s attention. 'Many of new fonts 

issued today are commissioned by clients for specialized audiences, for example, fonts have 

been customized to appeal to readers of every possible demographic: conservatives, 

liberals, children, teens, the elderly, sports fans, fashion followers, environmental activists, 

and technological enthusiasts, to name a few.' (Cheng, 2020: 8). The process of designing 

typefaces is an essential part of any design, where it can be used to produce readable text 

or as a shape or as a visual element. Cheng (2020) asserts that ' the most difficult part of 

the design process is finding the initial inspiration to make font'. Here it can be said that the 

history of Arabic calligraphy is considered a fundamental source of creative calligraphic 

styles that can help type designers to produce typefaces (see Sections 2.2). Each style of 

Arabic calligraphy can inspire designers and calligraphers to produce creative designs.  

Text design and type design are processes within typography design, which define 

as the art and technique of arranging type, choosing font, types that make designs readable 

and appealing to the eye. 'Typography is the means by which a written idea is given a visual 

form' (Ambrose and Harris, 2005: 5). This includes font type, point sizes, line lengths, line-

spacing, and letter-spacing, and adjusting the space between pairs of letters. Letters in 

typography process are the basic cornerstones, 'typographic characters have been formed 

at the end of a long evolution starting from handwriting. In this process, calligraphy as an 

important field which establishes the basic of typographic characters, creation of writing 
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styles is defined as nice writing (calligraphy) arts' (Turgut: 2014: 40). The history of Arabic 

calligraphy is considered a reference to some of the current computerized fonts, although 

some of them may not be valid for several reasons, as already discussed (see Sections 1.3.3 

and 2.2). Examples that shown in Section (2.3 and 2.6.1) have presented variety of written 

texts (calligraphic fonts) that helped communicate with the audience and deliver the 

purpose of the message. The connotations behind these calligraphic designs in graphic 

products that introduce companies, products, movies, plays etc., are limited to the linguistic 

meanings and identity (commercial purpose), far away from the religious context. 

In order to create effective designs to achieve communication, designers need to 

consider four factors: firstly,  an embodied idea that expresses what the designer wants to 

convey to an audience (Al-A'ani, 2013); secondly, the ability to work with design elements 

such as space, colour, lines and shapes, and to combine these elements to create a design 

that is balanced and leads the eye smoothly through the composition (White, 2011); thirdly, 

the ability to create focal points, in both graphic design and Arabic calligraphy, to lead the 

audience's attention to the targetted information (Al-A'ani, 2013); fourthly, a hierarchical 

arrangement of visual elements in order of importance (White, 2011). The visual 

characteristics that a designer and calligrapher can use to influence audience perception 

are: size, colour, contrast, alignment, repetition, proximity and texture (ibid.). 

 Sustainable Design and its Application to Arabic Calligraphy and 

Graphic Product Industries 

The following paragraphs will unpack the relationship between sustainable design and 

graphic design and Arabic calligraphy, with a focus on its development in Saudi Arabia.  

Muthu (2015: 476) defines sustainable design as ‘the philosophy of designing 

physical objects, the built environment and services to comply with the principles of social, 
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economic, and ecological sustainability.’ This philosophy can be applied to the fields of art 

and design; the aim of this research is to apply it to the industries of handicrafts which use 

calligraphy and graphic design.  

Those responsible for craft industries need to examine the phases of the entire life 

cycle of a product to determine its sustainability and to avoid having products which end 

up as waste (Dougherty, 2008). The industry of graphic design relies on a number of 

resources such as energy, water, paper, inks, solvents, and packaging (ibid.); as does Arabic 

calligraphy. The toxicity of ink needs to be considered, as well as the sheer quantity of 

paper produced in sustainable practices, and the carbon footprint of a product when 

traditional print materials are created. Dougherty (ibid.) emphasises that designers need to 

think about the end of the process of the design product before they start. He also 

encourages designers to think of the best possible destiny for their design and visualize the 

process of every phase including transportation, storing, production, manufacturing and its 

final destination as waste. McDonough and Braungart (2002) have also highlighted that it 

is not enough to hope that the product will be reused or recycled; sustainable practices need 

to be incorporated in design from the outset.  

As McLennan (2004) indicates, great, sustainable design aims to cancel negative 

environmental effects by applying skill and sensitivity. He also considers that sustainable 

design should promote values such as renewable resources, a minimal impact on the 

environment and linking people with their natural environment. Thus, sustainable practices 

in the design industry in Saudi Arabia need to be eco-friendly by reducing their 

environmental impact. In the Saudi Arabian context, the United Nation advised in 1987 

that the promotion of creative projects and products should meet current economic needs 

but should not compromise the ability to provide for the needs of future generations (Saab 

and Sadik, 2016). In response, actions such as reducing product waste, minimising the size 
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of products and reusing or recycling them are some of the steps taken by the Kingdom 

(Ramady, 2010). Also, following the decree issued by the Presidency of Meteorology and 

the Environment (PME) in 2014 (Green, 2015), companies in the Kingdom have started to 

adopt green practices by reducing air, water and noise pollution.  

 

 Applications of Arabic Calligraphy to Modern Graphic Products 

Arabic calligraphy has been used for secular text production for centuries, so its designs 

not necessarily related to religion (Teparić, 2013). Also, Arabic calligraphy has been used 

in the creative industries, where the language and the skills associated with it have been 

applied to modern products (Silsilah et al., 2012). While Arabic calligraphy has moved out 

from the scope of religious and cultural symbols to an industrial sphere, Arabic is still 

considered the language of the holy book for Muslims. This means that spiritual words 

should not be used randomly and without consideration on products such as labels, posters, 

packages, and so forth (Silsilah et al., 2012).  

The use of traditional styles and skills for non-traditional products has been seen as 

an indication of calligraphic design’s capacity to cope with new advancements and to 

remain relevant. This shift of Arabic calligraphy from traditional spheres of use into new 

ones that have nothing to do with handicrafts or religion is in response to the modern 

technological age and the drive to keep pace with cultural globalization (Mohamed and 

Youssef, 2014). Arabic calligraphy is using the enhanced design aspects of graphic design 

for commercial purposes and its products are clearly well received, whether or not 

audiences know the Arabic script (ibid.).  

The following sections describe examples of modern graphic products that employ 

Arabic calligraphic designs for packaging, logos and propaganda, events, and commercial 
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advertisements. None of these products is craft-made; they can be created by a graphic 

designer, regardless of their knowledge of the Arabic script.  

 

 Packaging 

The target markets for Arabic packaging label designs are mostly Arabic countries such as 

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, Egypt, and Morocco, and non-

Arab Muslim countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Iran and Turkey. Arabic calligraphic 

designs on packaging labels can connote stories about Arabic heritage and imply feelings 

and ideas about place, source, culture and identity (Dupuis and Silva, 2008).  Figure 108 

shows different Arabic packaging label designs for gifts and perfumes. The gift packaging 

seen in Figure 108 contain calligraphic designs consisting of meaningless scattered letters 

in a sequential design using the Thuluth calligraphic style. This calligraphic design is used 

for decoration only and symbolises Arab culture and identity, without any form of religious 

or linguistic meanings. With the perfume packaging seen in Figure 108 the name of the 

perfume, saffron ( نارفعز ), appears on the packaging written in the Diwani calligraphic style 

(Ottoman style). Beside the linguistic link to Arabic culture and other cultures that are using 

Arabic script, the perfume's name refers to the spice derived from the stamens of the crocus 

sativus plant, one of the most expensive spices in the world according to Melnyk at al. 

(2010), thus invoking delicacy and luxury. Saffron has been applied in Qur'an manuscript 

decoration from the third to eighteenth centuries, see Section (1.5) (Sharifi, 2014). The 

perfume's name (saffron) symbolises the Arab-Islamic identity and culture. 
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Figure 108. Arabic calligraphic designs on packaging 
 

 

 Logos  

The target markets for Arabic logos are companies and firms of Arab and other countries 

that used Arabic script, so the use of calligraphic design in combination with graphic design 

serves the purpose of those businesses' products or services. Arabic calligraphy is not only 

a traditional art but also an evolving one (Mohamed and Youssef, 2014). Talented 

calligraphers and designers have a role in reviving the historical styles that tell stories from 

Gifts' packaging 

Perfume’s packaging, designer 
Tarek Atrissi, 2012-2014. 
Client: Estee Lauder, NewYork. 
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the past as well as creating new styles to reflect stories of today, and conveying these to 

new generations (ibid.). One of the characteristics of Arabic letters is their ability to develop 

and form inside certain shapes, making them ideal for logos; for example, they may take 

the form of a building, animal (zoomorphic style) or plant, as seen in Figure 109, using the 

zoomorphic calligraphic style (see Section 2.5.1). Designers and calligraphers use this 

technique and symbolism to embody animals, humans, and architecture with words and 

phrases related to the name of companies, institutions and commercial products. Traditional 

or modern Arabic calligraphic designs can be used to create logos that are mainly aesthetic, 

but which carry linguistic meaning associated with the company name or service. These 

logos, whether they carry linguistic meaning or not, symbolise culture and identity of Arab 

and other countries that used Arabic script, without religious connotation. These design 

styles differ from the pure Arabic calligraphic style which, in addition to linguistic 

meaning, contains religious meaning linked with Islamic beliefs, because its designs are 

often composed of Islamic sayings (Khatibi, 1996). 

 
 
 

Figure 109. Arabic calligraphic designs in logos, by M.Aswad Mehtab, 1st January 2014  
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 Commercial Advertisement 

Arabic calligraphy is an art and handicraft that occupies a prominent position in the Arab 

and international worlds (Vweaah et al., 2006). The use of Arabic calligraphy and, 

therefore, its profession, has become more commercial following its fusion with modern 

graphic design, which has contributed to the increase of the artistic and creative level of 

Arabic calligraphy (ibid.). Using Arabic calligraphic styles in a brand mark or in advertising 

can attract buyers, whether drawn or scanned in the production, more than using 

computerized designs and fonts. 

Also, hand-drawn Arabic calligraphic designs in commercial advertising can be 

more appealing and can express emotion well. For example, Figure 110 shows a 

promotional poster for a Lebanese play.  The Arabic language and Kufic Handasi (square) 

calligraphic style are used throughout, including the name of the play in the top right hand 

corner. This name is repeated several times in the form of a geometric compound in the 

middle of the poster for decorative purposes only. Freehand writing style is also used to 

write the names of actors, director, and the theatre showing the play. The linguistic meaning 

of the play's name is related to its content; it is intended for audiences that speak Arabic 

and symbolises their culture and identity. Figure 111 shows a poster for a lecture and 

workshop held in California, USA, called ' The love of Arabic, Ottoman, and Persian 

calligraphy'. The poster symbolises the content of the lecture and workshop, as well as 

Arabic, Ottoman, and Persian culture and identity. In the centre of the poster a verse of 

poetry is written in Persian, ‘ باتفآ لیلد دمآ باتفآ ‘ which literally means ‘Sunshine is proof that 

the sun exists, and the sun has no reason for shining’. It is written in yellow, alluding to the 

sun, using the Ta'liq calligraphic style. The same verse of poetry is repeated in the form of 

a person (Sufi dervish) wearing Ottoman and Persian clothe, using a zoomorphic 

calligraphic style (see Section 2.5.1) in black with yellow, once again, for the spaces in 
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between. The moral behind this verse is that if somebody intends to help another for ulterior 

motives or expectations, then it is best not to do that deed. The linguistic meaning of this 

verse is related to the poster design, and the poster design refers to the content of the lecture 

and workshop. 

 

 

 

 
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
 

 
Figure 110. Promotional poster for a 
Lebanese play, makram-ndu-sp08, 440 x 
584, 19 June 2008 
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Figure 111. Poster was made to advertise 
a lecture and workshop entitled The Love 
of Arabic, Ottoman and Persian 
Calligraphy at Fire Station 87 in 
Granada Hills, CA. designer and 
calligraphy artists Sam Anvari, Payman 
Hamed, and Pouya Jahanshahi, 19" x 
25", 18 March 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the previous discussions, in the commercial context, the traditional Arabic 

calligraphic designs used to decorate packaging labels, logos and commercial 

advertisements have meanings that are related to the product or service. Although they do 

all make reference to the culture and identity associated with the Arabic language or 

peoples, Muslim or non-Muslim, who use Arabic letters in their language (see Section 1.2), 

they do not have any spiritual meanings associated with religion. 

Contemporary calligraphic artists tend to insert Arabic letters into a circuit of global 

art markets, galleries, and museums (Osborn, 2008). Arabic letters carry the religious 

implications of the Islamic tradition as well as the ethnic, linguistic, and national 

connotations of a modern global language (ibid.). The use of Arabic letters to produce a 

variety of Arabic calligraphic designs in graphic products vary according to the purpose of 
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these products. For example, Arabic calligraphic designs in graphic products used for 

religious purposes such as the binding of religious books, posters and religious logos, have 

linguistic and spiritual meanings associated with Islam, the Arabic language, and Arab-

Islamic identity and culture. In contrast, Arabic calligraphic designs in graphic products 

intended for commercial purposes have linguistic meanings associated with Arabic identity 

and culture as well as cultures that use Arabic letters to write their language. However, 

connecting the structures of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design elements in commercial 

graphic products has been a successful strategy for creating more appealing products to the 

customers, regardless of their cultural or religious background. That said, the value of 

Arabic graphic designs is greater for the intended audience, who may be international. 

 

  Concluding Remarks  

This chapter has investigated the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic 

design in the creative industry, and offered an expanding understanding of graphic design's 

definition and its history in conjunction with the history of Arabic calligraphy. Also, 

suitability and applicability of the six selected styles of Arabic calligraphy to modern 

graphic designs were discussed in more detail. This chapter has also explained the overlap 

between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design (differences and similarities) as visual arts 

by presenting their technical similarities and differences. Despite the fact that Arabic 

calligraphy is traditional art, its contemporary version is flourishing in some areas. This 

chapter has shown that ornamental techniques of Arabic calligraphy have been used in 

recent graphic designs such as Islamic Seals, zoomorphic art, micrography technique and 

gulzar. It has also highlighted the use of Arabic Calligraphy in Graphic Design by hand or 

machine and has exhibited some examples of text and type design and typography. It has 
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also explained that the six Arabic calligraphic styles (those focussed on in this thesis) have 

moved out from the exclusive scope of religion and, with its use in the commercial and 

industrial sectors, entered the secular sphere of life, taking into account that some of these 

calligraphic designs were not developed for religious purposes and that secular use of these, 

e.g. literary or administrative, etc., has been a long-held practice. 

The next chapter intends to investigate the current state of Arabic calligraphy as a 

traditional craft and contemporary art as well as the status of graphic design in Saudi 

Arabia, and provides further information which supports the aims of the current study. 
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Chapter 3 -  Arabic Calligraphy and Graphic Design in 

Saudi Arabia 

This chapter reviews the current status of Arabic calligraphy as a handicraft and Islamic art 

in Saudi Arabia. It also examines the structure of Saudi government ministries and 

organizations responsible for the support and development of handicrafts and arts, and their 

policies and roles in relation to the maintenance of standards. 

This chapter describes the status of handicrafts (which incorporate Arabic 

calligraphy) in terms of craft sustainability, governmental interest and employment 

opportunities.  I attempt to provide a deeper understanding of the status of Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in the Saudi context, in order to offer answers to the research 

questions regarding the role that Saudi government policy plays in the handicrafts field in 

either promoting (or, conversely, not promoting), sustaining and reserving Arabic 

calligraphy as one of the traditional handicrafts. 

This chapter also intends to highlight the efforts made by the Saudi government to 

preserve this centuries-old art, which have led to alterations in its original designs following 

its integration into the creative industries. The discussion will clarify the nature of Saudi 

Arabia in terms of its culture, identity, religion and tradition and identify the importance of 

its role in enriching Arabic calligraphy and enhancing its meaningfulness and aesthetic 

values. The historical trajectory of Arabic calligraphy over the past three decades from 

1990 to 2020 and threats from modern industrial developments will also be explored. This 

period was selected because of the major developments and fluctuations in Saudi Arabia’s 

culture, economy and politics that took place.  
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 The Status of Handicrafts in Saudi Arabia 

According to the Socio-Economic and Educational Development Society (SEEDS) (2006), 

handicrafts are ‘items made by hand, often with the use of simple tools, which are generally 

artistic and/ or traditional in nature. They are also objects of utility and objects of 

decoration.’ (Bhawan and Marg, 2006). This definition encapsulates concepts such as 

‘special skills’, ‘cultural identity’, ‘handmade’, ‘utility goods’, ‘decorative objects’, ‘local 

and natural sources’, ‘traditionally produced’, ‘goods for sale’, ‘employment opportunity’ 

and ‘large trade’. These concepts are applicable to the art of Arabic calligraphy as one of 

the Saudi handicrafts, which means it does more than produce objects of utility or 

decoration. 

Handicrafts can be considered as a traditional cultural expression in their design, 

appearance and style, and can also embody traditional knowledge in the form of the skill 

and know-how used to produce them (Bernholz, 2006). According to the International 

Trade Centre (ITC), the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD), the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the World Intellectual Property 

Organization (WIPO), traditional craftsmanship requires specialized and traditional 

techniques, skills and knowledge that are often of considerable age and transmitted from 

generation to generation (ibid.). Traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions, 

including handicrafts, are valuable cultural, social and historical assets of the communities 

that maintain, practise and develop them (ibid.). They are also economic assets that can be 

used, traded or licensed for income generation and economic development (ibid.). 

Handicrafts are both a vital economic activity and an essential factor in the historic tradition 

of the Middle East (UNESCO, 2016); however, ‘in the Arabian Peninsula, the exploitation 

of oil in the 1930s stimulated an unprecedented wave of urbanization and brought about 

profound changes.’ (ibid.) Financial globalization has catapulted societies still governed by 
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tradition into the modern world. According to UNESCO (ibid.), a new generation of laws 

and regulations have appeared in the past decade, combining the protection of heritage with 

economic development and the development of tourism.  

‘The first laws for the protection of heritage were enacted between the 1960s and 

1980s under the aegis of the culture ministries.’ (ibid.: 48) Undoubtedly, there was an early 

awareness of the importance of cultural heritage through the convention concerning the 

Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage, adopted by UNESCO in 1972 but its 

findings had not been implemented nor accompanied by institutions that were capable of 

protecting historical culture and its development at that time in Saudi Arabia (Al-Saud, 

2013); however, the conservation of cultural heritage has become a priority in the kingdom 

(ibid.). Traditional handicrafts in the kingdom play an important role in consolidating 

cultural identity and securing an immediate economic and social gain for local societies 

(Al-Washmi, 2009). Handicrafts are one of its traditional cultural expressions, especially 

in their design, style, colour, appearance and even the way they are produced (ibid.). 

Furthermore, they have created successful employment opportunities at the local and 

national levels in resource management, marketing, communication networks, social 

development, diversification of production, and strengthening of public and private 

industries (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007), particularly with handicrafts made of wood, stone, 

clay, plaster, wool, cotton and metal. In the past, these were simple handicrafts for 

consumption, simple use or urgent need and made from environmental materials, such as 

carpentry, sewing, dyeing and embroidery (Al-Washmi, 2009). Now, handicraft production 

has become a major form of employment in Saudi Arabia and part of the export economy 

(Maarouf, 2006). Figure 112 summarizes the policies of the ministries and governmental 

organisations in supporting traditional handicrafts and arts based on their websites. 
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Figure 112. The policies of the ministries and governmental organisations in Saudi Arabia in supporting 
traditional Handicrafts. Summaries based on their websites and the National Strategy for The Development of 

Handicrafts and Handmade Industries in the Kingdom in 2007 (graphic designed by the researcher)  
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 Saudi Sustainable Policies Concerning the Handicrafts and Arts 

Sector 

There have been several attempts to preserve the status of handicrafts and arts in Saudi 

Arabia at different levels and through regulating policies (Maarouf, 2006). Given the focus 

of this thesis is on Arabic calligraphy as a traditional handicraft and art in relationship to 

graphic design as a modern form of art, it is important to discuss the roles of ministries and 

other governmental and non-governmental organizations that are operating in the cultural 

field. 

In what amounts to governmental hierarchy, the power and the final say in any 

major matters lie with the king of Saudi Arabia (Hertog, 2007). Below this ultimate 

authority are the ministries and independent governmental organizations that represent him 

inside and outside the state (ibid.). The duties and responsibilities of these ministries were 

shaped in the 1950s (ibid.). Some of them, as shown in Figure 112, have certain roles in 

promoting handicrafts and their development through teaching, training, financing, and the 

preservation of the Saudi artisanal heritage, as well as facilitating the transition to emerging 

generations of craftspeople. They include the Ministries of Finance, Trade and Investment, 

Labour and Social Development, Culture and Information, as well as other governmental 

and private bodies such as the Saudi Credit and Savings Bank (SCSB), the Technical and 

Vocational Training Corporation and the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National 

Heritage (SCTH). 
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 Ministry of Finance i 

The role of the Ministry of Finance5 in the handicrafts and arts sector is to place fiscal 

policies that support the economic growth and sustainability of the government's financial 

resources; for example, it supports financially the handicrafts and arts sector by offering 

financial loans to craftspeople and artists for their small business projects and stationary 

income (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). This Ministry is responsible for the SCSB which, in 

addition to other duties, is tasked with handling social loans such as interest-free loans for 

small enterprises and for craftspeople, artists and professionals to stimulate their own 

business and encourage professions for their own benefits without the need for direct state 

intervention (ibid.). There are also governmental funds giving not-for-profit loans such as 

the Human Resources Development Fund (HRDF) and Al-Ma'aweah Fund (Alsahlawi and 

Mubark, 2011). 

 

 Ministry of Commerce and Investmentii  

The role of the Ministry of Commerce and Investment towards the handicrafts and arts 

sector is to develop and implement trade policies, achieve effectiveness and efficiency for 

the handicraft and arts sector, encourage the diversification of the production base, support 

constructive competition, and strengthen the role of the private sector in the national 

economy (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). It also supervises the Chambers of Commerce and 

Industry and the Council of Saudi Chambers that represent the private sector in the national 

economy (ibid.). 

 

 
5 The function of the Ministry of Finance in general is to manage all governmental finances, including the budgeting and 
expenditure of all ministries and government agencies to control national economic growth, and to finance loans for large 
and small projects such as handicraftsi. 
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 Ministry of Labour and Social Developmentiii  

The role of the Ministry of Labour and Social Development6 in the handicrafts and arts 

sector is to raise awareness in the Saudi public of the importance of handicrafts and artsiii. 

Its responsibility also involves improving citizens’ standard of living and creating the 

elements of a decent life while maintaining the spiritual and moral values to build an 

integrated society (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). It also acts as the complementary coordinator 

for the care of the small and emerging enterprises sector and encourages savings (ibid.). 

 

 Ministry of Cultureiv 

The role of this ministry7 in the handicrafts and arts sector is to emphasize the culture of 

the community and to support its dissemination through media. Its function is to highlight 

government-approved aspects of Saudi culture and to develop economic resources, through 

supporting the handicrafts and arts sector and revitalizing tourism through various activities 

such as festivals, visual art presentations, successive magazine versions of literary clubs, 

opening of various cultural events and regional marketing (Kalathil and Boas, 2010; Al-

Oteibi et al., 1993).  

This ministry has many sectors; the Cultural Affairs Sector is the most important 

for handicrafts and arts. Under it comes the General Administration of Heritage and 

Traditional Arts (folklore) Department,iv which is specifically important for the current 

study.  

 
6 The Ministry of Labour and Social Development is responsible for the development and utilization of the Kingdom's 
human resources, manpower planning, labour relations, social insurance, and social care; as well as catering for charities, 
cooperative societies, and social researchiii.  
7 The Ministry of Culture is responsible for the Kingdom's television and radio broadcasting, publication of printed 
material and the press, overseeing the cultural aspects of the Kingdom and its relations with the foreign pressiv. 
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In line with the 2030 vision, the Ministry of Culture launched in 2020 the ‘Year of 

Arabic Calligraphy’, in which this art and handicraft is celebrated as a symbol of the 

identity of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and a source that has inspired many artists and 

architects locally and internationallyiv. It aims to involve all individuals, public and private 

institutions such as exhibitions and initiatives, and the participation extends to include all 

regions, Saudi cities and regions of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.iv Figure 113 shows this 

initiative on the Ministry of Culture's website. Given Covid-19 pandemic 2020, the ‘Year 

of Arabic Calligraphy’ has been extended to include the years 2020-2021 AD, in order to 

make the most of this cultural occasion that serves Arabic calligraphy and celebrates its 

arts. 

 

 

Figure 113. The Ministry of Culture and Information launched 2020 as the ‘Year of Arabic Calligraphy’,  
18 December 2019 

 
 

Also, the Ministry of Culture launched the ‘Khattat platform’ (means calligrapher platform) 

in 2020, which is the first electronic platform to teach Arabic calligraphy and decoration 

online through training coursesiv. All courses and lessons are free of charge by a group of 
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professional calligraphers, Saudi and non-Saudi calligraphers who have been carefully 

selected to share their experiences such as Abdo Jamal, Saleh Abdul Khaliq Ibrahim Al-

Arafi, Hamad Al-Hamid, Muhammad Hassan, Adel Al-Za'ari, Luay Al-Kaban, Mukhtar 

Al-Alamiv, see Figure 114. 

 

 

 

Figure 114. ‘The ‘Khattat (calligraphy)platform’ was launched on 15 January 2020 by the Ministry of Culture 
 

 

 Other Governmental and Private Bodies  

The Saudi Credit and Savings Bank (SCSB)v offers several financial programs that 

stimulate creative ideas for projects and help inventors apply their innovations and turn 

their inventions into successful commercial projectsv. It also encourages entrepreneurial 



           

 238 

families (productive families), craftspeople, artists, professionals and small project owners 

in the communications and maintenance sectorv. 

The Technical and Vocational Trainingvi raises awareness of the importance of 

technical and vocational training, including in the handicrafts and arts sector. It delivers 

technical and vocational training programmes, according to the quantitative and qualitative 

demand of the labour market, for men and women of all ages and it also supervises such 

training programmes to provide the market with the skilled labour neededvi.  

The Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH)vii is concerned 

with financing artisans and encouraging investment in handicrafts to increase its 

contribution in domestic production. It also creates an institutional framework to develop 

and manage the handicraft industry and improve its image as a decent livelihood in the 

Kingdom and to transfer the experience of skilled artisans to others (Hussain, 2017).  

There are also private sector institutions that work with the Chambers of Commerce 

and Industry in some regions of Saudi Arabia, to support small projects, handicrafts and 

arts. The Abdul Latif Jameel Fund, for example, helps those who have the ability or 

willingness to create their own small projects or work in handicrafts and arts (Al-Zoubi and 

Rahman, 2014). Also, there are charitable funds that tackle poverty by giving not-for-profit 

loans to needy individuals (Alsahlawi and Mubark, 2011).  

 

 Other Activities to Preserve Handicrafts and Arts as Traditional 

Professions in Saudi Arabia 

There is awareness of the need to create a comprehensive strategy, taking into account the 

importance of handicrafts and arts in preserving the state’s traditional professions (Al-

Ghabban et al., 2007). In 2007, a national development strategy was created in an attempt 
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to preserve all types of handicrafts and craft industries (ibid.). This aims to harness all the 

financial, educational, organizational, social and commercial aspects of the country (ibid.), 

also to explore the creativity and potential of this field and to work on its development 

while remaining sensitive to the importance of community, education and tradition as 

elements of the Kingdom’s cultural and distinct identity (ibid.). The proposals of this 

strategy and the projects of its executive plan were prepared as a twenty-year vision, 

following specific stages and a practical arrangement of priorities (Maarouf, 2006). The 

duration of the implementation of these proposals and projects mentioned in the strategy is 

divided into three periods: an initial five-year term (from 2007 to 2011); a five-year medium 

term (from 2012 to 2016) and the final 10 years, as long-term strategy, (from 2017 to 2026). 

The national festival of Heritage and Culture held each year, for example, is 

considered a historical occasion in the field of culture (Ahamed, 2018). It shows that the 

Saudi government is concerned with preserving the heritage, culture, traditions, and values 

inherent in the Arabs as a group of people who share the same language and religion (ibid.). 

The goal of these types of events is to emphasize the Arab-Islamic identity, entrench 

national heritage in all aspects of Saudi life, and maintain the national heritage for future 

generations (ibid.). According to the National Strategy for Handicrafts Development 

(2007), these initiatives are a response to the loss of some handicrafts in Saudi Arabia (see 

Figure 115). Several reasons have led to their disappearance: 1) the availability of 

alternative and automatically processed products, both imported or manufactured locally; 

2) the lack of raw materials for some sections of the handicraft industries; 3) craftspeople 

and artists stopped practicing these handicrafts because of financial, social, and cultural 

changes in the habits and tastes of consumers; 4) low financial gain for some handicraft 

products, which discourage younger generations from following their parents’ profession; 

5) the availability of jobs that have good financial gain; 6) lack of regulations from the 
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authorities concerned; 7) lack of governmental authority to supervise and follow-up the 

requirements of craftspeople and 8) the lack of education and awareness in craftspeople of 

the regulating system and facilities provided by the Saudi authorities (Al-Ghabban et al., 

2007). The following Figure 115 shows fifteen handicrafts that have disappeared in Saudi 

Arabia. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 115. The handicrafts that have disappeared from Saudi Arabia 
 

 

Handcrafts and arts are types of professions that attract both women and men. The 

next section reflects on this participation and on the factors that affect what handicrafts and 

arts women feel comfortable with. It explores whether the general policy supports such 

participation and to what extent.  
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That have disappeared in Saudi Arabia 

Extraction of natural pearls from the sea

Horseshoe industry, bridle and plows

Extracting salt from the marshes

Natural gemstone collection

Engraving and sculpture on flat stones

White stone decoration in manual construction work

Decoration using dry leaves of trees

Extraction of glues from trees

Production of some leather products such as ropes

Sculpture on the flat bones of some animals

Industry knitting and weaving tools of deer antlers

The conditioning of wild animals' leathers to use for decoration.

Ornamentation designs by using natural dyes

Extraction of natural dyes

Natural kohl (a black powder used as eye make-up) 
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 Handicrafts and Gender 

Reviewing the National Strategy for Handicrafts Development (2007) shows that Saudi 

Arabian policy on handicrafts encourages both craftsmen and craftswomen equally 

(Maarouf, 2006). There were 13,021 craftsmen in Saudi Arabia out of total population of 

25,184,588 in 2007, (35,003,086 in 2020), representing 63% of the total craftspeople, while 

the numbers of craftswomen were 7,542, (37%) (ibid.). Craftswomen are the same status 

as craftsmen, but with different practices in handicrafts specialties (ibid.). Some 

handicrafts, such as embroidery, printing on fabrics, wool and wicker works, and Arabic 

calligraphy, are more appealing to women (Weir, 2013). Furthermore, there are no 

obstacles that hinder women from practicing these handicrafts in Saudi Arabia and selling 

their products in the open trade markets and at national festivals such as the Jenadriyah 

market in Riyadh and Souk Okaz in Taif (see Figure 116). This shows that handicrafts 

provide job opportunities for both sexes, allowing everybody to contribute in a balanced 

way to the development process and also help reduce migration from villages to big cities 

as they offer jobs without the need for large capital (ibid.).  
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Figure 116. Craftswomen in Saudi Arabia   

(Photographs by the researcher at Jenadriyah market in Riyadh and Souk Okaz in Taif. Consent given.) 
 

 

 

The next section will focus on research carried out in handicrafts and in the Arab 

World in an attempt to analyse the current status of traditional handicrafts and the 

recommendations to be considered when studying Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia. 

 

 Handicrafts in Saudi Arabia  

Several studies have focused on handicrafts from historical, developmental, and economic 

perspectives. This current research refers to studies devoted specifically to Saudi Arabia 

and to others which illustrate the status of handicrafts in the Arab World. The aim of this 
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literature review is to achieve an appropriate understanding of this topic and to use its 

findings and recommendations, where applicable, in the Saudi Arabian context specifically.  

Alahmadi (2015)’s study aims to promote the transfer of knowledge and skills of 

traditional arts and handicrafts from senior citizens to the younger generation. The study 

concludes that the youth and their knowledge of technology can help promote traditional 

art forms not only in Saudi Arabia but outside of the Kingdom as well.  

Danish and Smith (2012) seek to explore the challenges facing female entrepreneurs 

such as craftswomen in Saudi Arabia. The findings are derived from a survey of 33 Saudi 

women entrepreneurs (which is considered a small sample compared to the population of 

Saudi Arabia) in Jeddah in a variety of commercial sectors, who operate from a dedicated 

business premises away from home. The findings show such female entrepreneurs are 

establishing and managing more small and medium sized entities than at any time in the 

past and this trend is growing, in spite of significant challenges, both societal and 

institutional.  

The international Conference on Tourism and Handicrafts in the Islamic World, 

held in Riyadh in 2006 and jointly organised by the Saudi Commission for Tourism and 

National Heritage (SCTH) with the participation of other Arab countries, illustrates the 

attention paid to these traditional handicrafts (Maarouf, 2006). The conference focused on 

the reality of traditional industries and leading projects, the role of the public sector in 

promoting cultural tourism and legislation supporting the sector of handicrafts and 

craftspeople. Its main recommendations were: 1) to establish local centres for craft studies; 

2) to establish specialized centres in the training and rehabilitation of craftspeople and the 

increase of support for institutions and associations; 3) to establish specialized institutions 

in handicrafts education; 4) to emphasise heritage and traditional industries in educational 

curricula; 5) to establish databases, including websites on industries and folk handicrafts; 
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6) to issue laws and legislation to control the quality of products of traditional industries; 

7) to establish art museums; and 8) to open export markets for these products (Maarouf, 

2006). These recommendations are similar to the ones supported by this research and form 

part of the proposals of this research, especially when referring to Arabic calligraphy as an 

important handicraft in Saudi Arabia.  

There are some studies from Arab-Islamic countries such Sudan, Palestine and 

Egypt. The study by Mahgoub and Alsoud (2015) sought to understand the impact of 

handicrafts on the promotion of cultural and economic development and how this is felt by 

students of art education in higher education. A sample of 45 students from the Faculty of 

Education at the University of Khartoum, Republic of Sudan, was divided into two 

experimental groups and one control group. The findings of the study show a varying 

degree of understanding among students in the two experimental groups, but not in the 

control group, of the value and quality of handicrafts. This result confirms the need to 

highlight to students of Art education in HE the importance of handicrafts in promoting 

cultural and economic development. The study recommends the development of different 

strategies for students to allow them to recognize the economic value of handicrafts as a 

method of production and to take full advantage of it to help increase the income of 

individual producers. 

The Palestinian Economic Policy Research Institute, MAS (2006), focuses on the 

strong link between traditional handicrafts and the future of tourism and culture. The study 

presents several problems facing this sector, the most important of which are marketing and 

finance, identifying the need to establish associations to support this sector, especially 

increasing the financial support for craftsmen and craftswomen, and to provide them with 

marketing and promotional skills and methods. Other problems include: the lack of 

supporting organisations to support craftspeople; the difficulties that they encounter when 
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participating in local or foreign exhibitions and their inability to reach a large segment of 

consumers. The study has found that most of the institutes operating in this sector are not 

officially registered and most workers have not received the necessary training. The study 

recommends the establishment of a local authority in all the cities in Palestine to support 

and guide craftspeople both financially and by providing the needed training. In addition, 

such an authority should provide or coordinate the advertising of products from its artisanal 

industries, either through brochures or local and foreign exhibitions.  

The study of Lynch and Fahmy (1984), is ethnographic research into the situation 

of craftswomen in an Egyptian village, including their access to income-generating work, 

especially for lower-status women, to gain security and decision-making capacity. The 

study highlights the craftswomen’s contribution to artisanal production and identifies some 

appropriate handicrafts for women to undertake. It helps uncover the role of women, their 

unpaid activities within their homes and sheds light on the traditional handicrafts of women 

and men and their contribution to the development of national income. The study also helps 

to gain a deeper understanding of the nature of Egyptian culture and society, as well as the 

effects of education at the level of handicrafts practice suitable for women. It discovers 

some characteristics of women working in handicrafts; for example: they come from low 

income families, their levels of education and skills are unlike men’s and they fit their work 

alongside housework and child rearing. 

The next section will focus the direction of the discussion on Arabic calligraphy. It 

will shed light on its current status and discuss whether or not Saudi Arabian craft policy 

has helped. 
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 The Current Status of Arabic Calligraphy as a traditional 

Handicraft and an Islamic Art in Saudi Arabia  

In an attempt to answer the second research sub-question concerned with what role the 

Saudi government policy in the craft field has played in promoting and sustaining Arabic 

calligraphy as one of the traditional handicrafts and Islamic arts, the study has analysed in 

depth Saudi Arabia’s policy concerning Arabic calligraphy. The analysis has also focused 

on examining the policy’s role in preserving the value of these traditional designs and 

meanings associated with them from change and abstraction by the modern creative 

industry and the ramifications this would have on its representation of the Islamic religion 

and reflection of the Arab-Islamic identity.  

This study has found that Arabic calligraphy is listed under two areas: handicrafts 

and arts. The responsibility for preserving Arabic calligraphy within the Kingdom is 

divided between two organisations which essentially function independently of each other: 

the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts (SASCA), established in 1978viii (see 

Section 3.1.4.1), which is interested in arts within the Kingdom; and the Saudi Commission 

for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), established in 2000vii (see Section 3.1.4.2), 

which is concerned with handicrafts and national heritage. There are also associations 

which have governmental authorization to teach and train Arabic calligraphy (see Section 

3.1.4.3), as well as calligraphy masters who work independently. Furthermore, there are 

two important governmental institutions that play a significant role in the sustainability of 

Arabic calligraphy; the Kiswa Al-Ka'ba Factoryxiv and King Fahad Glorious Quran Printing 

Complexxv (see Sections 3.1.5.1 and 3.1.5.2). These essential organisations are reviewed in 

detail in the following sections. 
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 Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts (SASCA)viii 

The aim of the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts is to raise awareness of the 

importance of Saudi culture and all fields of arts, and to empower young people in various 

regions of the Kingdom to acquire artistic skills and develop different talentsviii. Arabic 

calligraphy, as one of the most important Islamic arts, is sponsored, along with 

calligraphers and artists, by this association among the rest of the arts. This society is 

responsible for protecting and nurturing the culture of the Kingdom. Its duties are defined 

as follows: 1) developing progressively the level of culture and arts in the Kingdom; 2) 

looking after the welfare of Saudi artists and working towards raising their cultural, artistic 

and social standards; 3) sponsoring talented young people and providing an opportunity for 

them to develop and display their talents; 4) representing the Kingdom in all matters 

relating to the development of culture and arts both in the Arab World and globally.  

Also, the work of this society is managed by five committees (see Figure 117): The 

Committee of Heritage, Folk Art and Music; The Committee of Photography; The 

Committee of Performing Arts, The Women’s Committee and The Committee of Fine Arts 

and Arabic Calligraphy. The Society’s headquarters are in the capital city, Riyadh, with 12 

branches distributed throughout the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
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Figure 117. Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts departments and its branchesviii 
(Flowchart designed by the researcher) 

 

 

 

 

 Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH)8 

This institution has responsibilities in the tourism, antiquities and museums, and national 

heritage sectorsvii. Its role with regard to national heritage is the preservation of antiquities 

 
8 Its foundation stages: 
- The Cabinet, through resolution 9 dated 16 April, 2000, established the ‘Supreme Commission for Tourism’ (SCT) to 
adopt tourism as a key productive sector in the State, creating investment opportunities, developing human potential by 
developing a national cadre and creating new job opportunities for Saudi citizens. 
- Due to the importance of antiquities as a major component of tourism, ‘Supreme Commission for Tourism’ (SCT) 
became responsible for everything related to the antiquities sector along with its responsibility for tourism by Royal 
Decree 2/a, that was issued on 30 April 2003. Then on 24 March 2008, the Council of Ministers, through its resolution 
78, changed the name of the ‘Supreme Commission for Tourism’ (SCT) to the ‘Saudi Commission for Tourism and 
Antiquities’ (SCTA).  
- On Monday 28 June, 2015, the Council of Ministers decided to change the name of the ‘Saudi Commission for Tourism 
and Antiquities’ (SCTA) to the ‘Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage’ (SCTH). 
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and traditions, and to enhance and harness their added value to contribute to the country's 

cultural and economic developmentvii. This commission aims to highlight the importance 

of handicrafts through bulletins and publications, distributed in local and international 

festivals (Hussain, 2017). The SCTH has 15 branches in the Kingdom’s regions (see Figure 

118). Each branch includes several departments, including handicrafts and traditional 

handmade industries, which are represented by the Baree national programme (ibid.). 

The objectives of this commission in the handicrafts sector are: the creation of an 

institutional framework to develop and manage handicraft and handmade industries; the 

preparation of regulations or laws to govern handicraft in the Kingdom, which are to be 

submitted to relevant authority for approval; the improvement of the image of handicraft 

as a decent livelihood in the Kingdom; to develop training skills and qualifications of 

artisans in order to train the next generations; to finance artisans and encourage investment 

in handicraft to increase its contribution in domestic production; to support and encourage 

current handicraft programmes and build upon them; to benefit from the availability of 

local materials and preserve the natural environment; to develop marketing styles for 

handicrafts and means of cooperative marketing; to engage skilled workers in the 

development and preservation of urban heritage and archaeological sites; to support and 

encourage charitable associations and voluntary committees in the field of handicraft and 

to engage the private sector and other sectors of society in the development of the handicraft 

sectorvii.  
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Figure 118. Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), sections and its branchesvii 

(Flowchart designed by the researcher) 
 

 

 Associations with Governmental Authorization 

There are also associations that promote Arabic calligraphy, some of which have 

governmental authorization from the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts or the 

Ministry of Education, while others are in the private sector or are charitable associations. 

For example, Arabic calligraphy Institute for the Charity Association in Makkahix, Al-

Kateb Institute for teaching Arabic Calligraphyx, 'Hand Craft' Charity Association in 

Makkahxi, Saudi Association of Arabic Calligraphy in Qatif cityxii, and Saudi Scientific 

Association of Arabic Calligraphy in Makkahxiii,  (see Figure 119). 

 

Saudi Commission for Tourism and 
National Heritage (SCTH) 2000

Handicrafts and traditional 
industries (Baree)

2004 

National Architectural 
Heritage

Arabic Calligraphy as one of 
the crafts

Antiquities and Museums

Investment and Development 
of Tourism

Marketing and Products

Its function is to increase investment opportunities to 
attract Saudi citizen to domestic tourism, to develop the 
national human resources and create new job 
opportunities for Saudi citizens.  It has 15 branches 
distributed in the regions of the Kingdom. Each branch
has these five sections;

Governmental Organisation that Supporting Crafts

Saudi Commission for Tourism and 
National Heritage (SCTH) 2000

Handicrafts and traditional 
industries (Baree)

2004 

National Architectural 
Heritage

Arabic Calligraphy as one of 
the crafts

Antiquities and Museums

Investment and Development 
of Tourism

Marketing and Products

Its function is to increase investment opportunities to 
attract Saudi citizen to domestic tourism, to develop the 
national human resources and create new job 
opportunities for Saudi citizens.  It has 15 branches 
distributed in the regions of the Kingdom. Each branch
has these five sections;

Governmental Organisation for Supporting Crafts



           

 251 

 

Figure 119. The roles and aims of Saudi associations that support Arabic calligraphy with teaching and training. 
(Flowchart designed by the researcher summarising data from relevant websites) 

 
 

 

Each association has its own functions; however, their collective aims are: 1) the 

revival and preservation of Arabic calligraphy heritage; 2) to  encourage and bring together 

talented people in Arabic calligraphy; 3) to contribute to the development of artistic 

awareness in the community, 4) to strengthen the artistic and social relationships between 

calligraphers themselves and between the association and other associations nationally and 

abroad; 5) to protect the artistic, intellectual and material rights and representation of the 

calligraphers and their authorship; 6) to publish and support researchers in the field of 

Arabic calligraphy and 7) to cooperate with governmental and private bodies that are 

concerned with the preservation of Arabic Calligraphy to achieve common goals (Maarouf, 

2006) 
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 Charity Association in Makkah

1990

Its goals are to develop a level of  
performance in writing clearly and for 
trainees to acquire new skills in writing 
on the basis of  scientific rules.

'Hands Craft' Charity Association
 in Makkah

2009

This charity association  is under the 
Ministry of  Labour and Social Affairs.
Its goals are contributing to solving the
problem of  unemployment and poverty 
in the community, by enrolling both 
men and women on a variety of  
handicraft training programmes that 
end with either employment or a trade 
project.

Al-Kateb Institute to teach Arabic 
calligraphy

1995

It is under the supervision of  the
Ministry of  Education. Its aims are to 
establish courses in Arabic calligraphy 
on different stages; the beginning, 
medium and creative. To train all styles
of  calligraphy, and to correct spelling 
errors.
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 Organizations of Major Importance to Arabic Calligraphy  

The survival and role of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia is maintained by two of the 

most important government organisations: the Kiswa of the Ka'ba factory in Makkah, and 

the King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex in Madinah. The following sections 

explore these two organizations in detail, with a focus on their significant role in preserving 

Arabic calligraphy and the reasons behind their exceptional power in doing so.  

 The Kiswa of the Ka'ba Factoryxiv 

In order to better understand the important role this factory plays in enhancing the profile 

of Arabic calligraphy, it is important to explain what is meant by the Ka'ba and the Kiswa 

of the Ka'ba. The Ka'ba is the small, cubical building located at the centre of the courtyard 

of the Great Mosque at Makkah, regarded by Muslims as the House of God and to which 

they make pilgrimage (McLoughlin, 2009), see Figure 120 (A). The Kiswa of the Ka'ba is 

one of the most important aspects of the reverence and honour to the House of God, and it 

is linked to the history of the Muslims (ibid.). It is the large sheet of black silk that covers 

the Ka'ba, embroidered with calligraphic verses of the Qur'an and Islamic ornaments, and 

is changed annually, see Figure 120 (B, C). This ornate decorative covering is draped over 

the Ka'ba on the 9th of the Dul Hijjah (which is the twelfth and final month in the Islamic 

calendar), corresponding to the 14th October, every year in the Hajj season (pilgrimage) 

(ibid.). Upon its replacement, the old Kiswa is cut into small pieces and sent as gifts to 

museums inside and outside of Saudi Arabia (ibid.), see Figure 120 (D). 

The most respected artists of the Islamic world manufacture it and compete for what 

is considered as a great honour to them; for example, Abdelrahim Amin and Mokhtar Alim 

Shaqdarxiv. Professional calligraphers write and design creative Quranic verses, especially 

by using the Thuluth calligraphic style, and the Islamic ornamental designs to be 
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reproduced on the fabric of the Kiswa of the Ka'baxiv. Most of calligraphers are based in the 

Hijaz region, which has conserved the Islamic heritage since the advent of Islam, especially 

in the cities of Makkah and Madinahxiv.  

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 120. (A, B, C, D): The Kiswa of the Ka'ba and the process of its replacementxiv 

 

 

 

The Kiswa of the Ka'ba factory is a government institution established in 1928 in 

Makkahxiv. The General Presidency of the Holy Mosque and the Prophet's Mosque 

supervises the factoryxiv. Its role is to weave the 658m2 of silk fabric that forms the Kiswa 

of the Ka'ba, and embroider it with Islamic ornaments and calligraphic verses in gold 

threadxiv. There are more than 200 workers in the factory producing this unique itemxiv. 

According to the official website of the Kiswa of the Ka'ba factory, the process of the Kiswa 

B. The Kiswa of  the Ka'ba is the large sheet 
of  black silk embroidered with calligraphic 
verses of  Qur'an that covers the Ka'ba 
and is changed annually

D. After its replacement, the old Kiswa is cut into pieces and sent as gifts to museums

C. Every year in Hajj (pilgrimage) the 
Saudi government replaces the old 
Kiswa of  the Ka'ba with a new oneA. The Ka'ba (the House of  God) in Makkah 
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manufacture goes through several stages, see Figure 121 (1 to 8).  (1) Dyeing stage: Using 

the finest quality pure natural silks in the world (provided in the shape of raw skeins of 

threads covered with a layer of natural gum called sarcenet). It is dyed in two stages: gum 

removal and dyeing;  

(2) Weaving stages: A) preliminary weaving. The silk skeins are changed into cones of 

thread placed in manual or mechanical weaving machines; B) manual weaving; the manual 

department collaborates with the internal production department in producing the green or 

black embellished cloth (jacquard); C) auto weaving: patterned cloth is made on the 

jacquard machines (an attachment for powered fabric looms) while plain cloth is made on 

dobby machines (textile machine product); 

(3) Designing stage: The artistic and calligraphic designs on the Kiswa are subject to 

continuous change and improvement until the printing stage. Islamic embellishments and 

calligraphic patterns are studied by a designer or calligrapher, who record their ideas in 

sketches to be shown to the competent authorities. The permission of His Majesty the King 

is sought for any design or modification thereon in this stage; 

(4) Printing stage: A lengthy and intricate process, using chemicals and light exposure, is 

required to produce the shaplons (silk screens) used for printing the design accurately on 

the cloth hundreds of times with special types of ink;  

(5) Embroidering stage: The printed inscriptions and calligraphic designs are embroidered 

with gold and silver threads; 

(6) Laboratory stage: The aim of this stage is to maximize the quality of production and its 

components (fabric, threads, inks) through a quality control laboratory during the whole 

stages.  

(7) Assembly stage: Each side of the Kiswa is individually produced, so the final 

manufacturing stage is to sew the pieces together while maintaining the printed designs, 
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using the largest automatic sewing machine in the world, controlled by computer, to 

achieve precision and strength of seam. The Door Curtain is mounted directly on the Ka'ba 

wall manually as well as the other embroidered pieces from the four corners of the Ka'ba. 

(8) Delivery stage: After the completion of all the stages of production and manufacturing, 

an annual celebration takes place during the Hajj (pilgrimage) season in the factory, then 

the new Kiswa is delivered to the Chief Gatekeeper of the Holy Mosque. The celebration 

is attended by high ranking officials and by reporters of mass mediaxiv. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 121. The processes of making the Kiswa in the Ka'ba factory in Makkahxiv  

(Photographs by the researcher at the Kiswa of the Ka'ba factory in Makkah in Saudi Arabia. Consent acquired) 
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 The King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complexxv 

According to its official website, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Da`wah 

(issuing a summons), and Guidance is responsible for this printing factory, located in 

Madinahxv. It prints and publishes the Qur'an in Arabic and other languages by means of 

lithographic plates. The factory was established in 1985 and has 1,700 employees, 

producing about 10 million copies a year with different styles of calligraphy, for example, 

Thuluth style in headings and Al-Basmalah, and Naskh or Nasta'liq style in the body of the 

Holy Qur'an due to its clarity and readabilityxv. It has published 55 different translations of 

the Holy Qur'an in 39 languages; online copies in Arabic and other languages are available 

(see Figure 122). This complex has made over 128 million copies. (see Figure 123). The 

complex also produces handwritten versions using traditional calligraphic techniques in 

different sizes (see Figure 124), thus, the traditional styles of the Holy Qur’an are 

maintained.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 122. Some Qur'anic translations into several languages offered online in the King Fahd Glorious Qur'an 
Printing Complex official websitexv 

English Translation  Russian Translation Indian Translation

IndonesianTranslation  Hossawia Translation  French Translation

Chinese Translation Urdu Translation Turkish Translation
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Figure 123. Copies of the Holy Qur’an in King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complexxv 
 

 

 

 
Figure 124. Calligraphic writing styles for the Holy Qur’an by calligraphers in King Fahd Glorious 

Qur’an Printing Complexxv 
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The objectives of having such a factory, according to its website, are: 1) 

appreciating the efforts of the most skilled calligraphers in copying the Qur'an, honouring 

and celebrating them; 2) highlighting the experiences of exceptional calligraphers in 

copying the Qur'an and using their unique skills to perform such tasks; 3) highlighting the 

message that is transmitted by the calligrapher of the Holy Qur’an; 4) examining ways to 

reconcile the production by calligraphers and by computer; 5) increasing interest in Arabic 

calligraphy and studies around it; 6) displaying models of the Qur'an that are produced by 

creative calligraphers and aesthetic panels in the decorative Islamic arts in the gallery of 

King Fahad Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex. The largest copy of the Qur'an in the 

gallery (see Figure 25) was produced at this factory; (7) developing the aesthetic awareness 

for calligraphic styles, and the discovery of talents in copying the Qur'an; and 8) 

encouraging communication between Qur'an calligraphers, specialists in the study of 

Arabic calligraphy and ornamentation, and anyone else who has an interest in the fieldxv. 

 

 
Figure 125. The largest copy of Qur'an in the gallery of King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex, by 

calligrapher Ghulam Muhyiddin from Afghanistan 200 years ago. This copy of the Qur’an weighs 154 
kilograms, (150 x 100 cm) 
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The Kiswa of the Ka'ba Factory and the King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing 

Complex are trustworthy organizations in Saudi Arabia. According to their websites, they 

help preserve the status of Arabic calligraphy and its spiritual and religious meanings, 

especially in the face of the emergence of computer programs that use the Arabic alphabet 

abstractly to fulfil the needs of marketing and media without realizing the value of its 

aesthetic and creative content. King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex also helps 

preserve the verses of the Holy Qur'an from specious works such as the 'True Furqan', a 

parody of the Holy Qur'an, by providing online access to an authentic electronic version of 

the Holy Qur'an (Khan and Alginahi, 2013; Hilmi et al., 2013). Moreover, it preserves 

Arabic calligraphy from issues like typos, and the errors of spelling and calligraphic styles 

(ibid.). However, despite the challenges imposed by the digital era, Arabic calligraphy has 

been supported by parties that encourage calligraphers by opening special schools, 

institutes, holding of competitions, seminars, lectures, and exhibitions of Arabic 

calligraphy styles and decorative Islamic arts, see Section (1.4.4.1) Working at these two 

factories is an honour for their employees as it is looked upon as a service to their religion 

and nation, so they endeavour to use their skills and experiences well to help strengthen 

Arabic calligraphy and its continuity for coming generations. Arabic calligraphy may be 

distorted and manipulated by people who are not qualified or aware of the fundamentals of 

traditional Arabic styles, but with the existence of such factories the status and originality 

of Arabic calligraphy will be preserved. 

It is important to highlight that these two institutions are a very tangible example of 

how Saudi Arabia has played an important role in preserving the status of Arabic 

calligraphy with its spiritual and religious meanings. Reproducing it on the mantle of the 

Ka'ba and on the Qur'an confirms that, although Arabic calligraphy may be affected by 

new technology and graphic design, it will resist being distorted or losing its cultural and 
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religious meanings due to its inseparable association with these two holiest of symbols to 

Muslims internationally (Zeyad, 2004). Arabic calligraphy is the foremost mode of visual 

expression in Islam; it reflects and represents Arab-Islamic identity and history (ElAraby, 

1997). The use of traditional Arabic calligraphic designs to decorate the Kiswa of the Ka'ba 

and the Holy Qur'an endows them with spiritual significance that makes them closer to 

Muslim hearts. This in turn preserves Saudi Arabia's status among Muslims as an advocate 

of Islam (Zeyad, 2004).  

In order to establish to what extent Saudi Arabia has been successful in preserving, 

protecting and encouraging traditional Arabic calligraphic designs as a form of art, or if it 

has been changed or replaced by other arts such as graphic design, other sectors need to be 

considered, such as commercial products, building decoration, marketing, education, etc. 

For example, what is the relative status of graphic design and Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabia's culture and creative industries? Do Saudi Arabia's government policies in the field 

of arts and handicrafts play a role in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as one of 

the traditional handicrafts and preserve the status of Arabic calligraphy amongst other 

modern forms of art? 

 

 The Current Status of Graphic Design in Saudi Arabia  

Graphic design products and a range of documents can be seen in every aspect of everyday 

life; for example: labels on consumer goods and foodstuffs (foods, drinks and clothing); 

advertisements selling all kinds of goods and services on television, the Internet and shop 

fronts; buildings; information signage and traffic and road signs (Al-A'ani, 2013). The term 

‘graphic design’ is a widely used practical term, especially among university students, 

engineers and artists, because it combines the artist's high sense with the engineer's 
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experience and creative imagination (ibid.). Academic sources in the field of graphic design 

focusing on Saudi Arabia are scarce because this is a recent field in the Kingdom. 

For a deeper understanding of the graphic design situation in the kingdom, it is 

necessary to know the extent of technological advances in the Kingdom, especially as there 

is a strong correlation between graphic design and technological developments.  

Saudi Arabia has achieved some advances in raising awareness about the 

importance of information and the diffusion of communication technologies, increasing 

development and growth, and creating better living conditions for Saudis, as stated by the 

Global Information Technology Report series (2010–2011), which shed light on the 

evolution of information and communication technologies (Dutta and Mia, 2011). 

Although a relatively young nation state, Saudi Arabia has deep cultural and societal 

traditions (ibid.). As the world rapidly evolves, the Saudi government is contributing 

towards enhancing technological knowledge that helps bridge the gaps between cultures, 

economies, and societies, and reduces geographic and cultural barriers (Al-Asmari and 

Rabb Khan, 2014). The integration of computers in learning environments in Saudi schools 

and universities began in the 1990s, aiming to raise technological awareness among 

teachers and students (ibid.). This new challenge has brought important changes to the 

academic environment in Saudi Arabia (ibid.). Saudi universities have opened new fields 

and hired well-qualified faculty members to fill resulting vacancies, especially those based 

on advanced technology such as web publishing, graphic design, illustration, animation and 

audio-visual file management (Zeyad, 2004). These staff are recruited from countries such 

as Egypt, India, Bangladesh, Sudan, Pakistan, Syria and others (Al-Asmari and Rabb Khan, 

2014), because graphic design operates across national borders (see Section 2.4). Training 

existing faculty members in such fields is another option pursued by the Saudi universities 

to fill these gaps, and sometimes they are sent abroad to specialize in these fields (Zeyad, 
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2004). Saudi Arabia has adopted a policy of attracting more Saudi citizens to take up jobs 

normally filled by foreign labour so that it will become self-sufficient in these specialisms 

(Al-Asmari and Rabb Khan, 2014).  

Graphic design was taught as short courses with drawing and printmaking in studio 

classes in Art Education Departments at Saudi universities in the early 2000s (Zeyad, 2004) 

as part of an endeavour to enhance technology-based education (Al-Asmari and Rabb 

Khan, 2014). While this integration might seem a positive step forward, graphic design has 

faced many challenges and constraints since its entry into the Saudi creative industries; for 

example, the Saudi government and companies still have to make trade deals outside the 

Kingdom to buy graphic products because of their lack of local graphic designers, or they 

hire graphic designers from overseas (Zeyad, 2004). This means that many graphic designs 

and commercial artistic products are produced by foreign designers who may not be 

familiar with or fully aware of the country’s culture and traditions. Such designs are 

inevitably intermixed with motifs from the designers’ own cultures and traditions (Alnajdi, 

2001), whether they are foreign designers or Saudis who studied and trained abroad. 

Even if these designers are from other Arabic countries that share a close culture and the 

same religion, elements intentionally or unintentionally imported and incorporated from 

their national culture and tradition may not suit the Saudi market (Zeyad, 2004). The 

foreignization of designs and artworks may have negative effects on Saudi consumers' 

beliefs and attitudes, the reverse of what has been discussed in Sections (1.3.4 and 1.6) 

(appropriation/misappropriation). On the other hand, Saudi graphic designers who studied 

and trained abroad have transferred some foreign motifs that are appropriate to their culture 

and traditions under the restrictions. Mixing or combining elements from different cultures 

in one design or artwork does not accurately portray those cultures and traditions (Alnajdi, 

2001); therefore, this necessitates the employment of designs, messages and typefaces that 
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embody Saudi traditional culture in advertising, graphic design and desktop publishing. 

Figure 126 shows some distinctive graphic design that providing by Al-Musallam Arts, 

which is a Saudi company, founded in 2007 AD, like website design for store, as well as 

publications such as brochure, flyers, seals and magazines etc. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 126. Some distinctive graphic design that providing by Al-Musallam Arts, which is a Saudi company, 

2007 
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Saudi policy towards the arts has not been limited to preserving these forms of art 

as a reflection of the country’s tradition and lifestyle, but it also addresses other factors 

which make such a profession sustainable. The next section explores this topic in more 

detail.   

 

 Economic Sustainability Policy in Saudi Arabia in Enhancing 

Production of Arabic Calligraphy and Graphic Design  

In order to understand the economic sustainability policy, it is important to define the 

concept of sustainability. The discussion on sustainable design in Section (2.8) will also be 

used to examine sustainability as adopted by Saudi Arabia. 

The concept of sustainability emerged in the 1980s; the term sustainable 

development arose from the relationship between maintaining the planet and meeting 

human needs (Sartori et al., 2014; International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 

1980). The Brundtland Commission’s definition published by the United Nations (UN) 

defines it as ‘meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED), 1987: 8). For Sartori et al. (2014); Prugh and Assadourian (2003), 

this definition is valid because it is flexible and open to interpretation. However, for others 

such as Milbrath (1989), Bookchin, (1989), and Simon (1989), this definition is flawed 

because it is more inspirational than practical and is neither precise nor measurable. Daly 

(1996), an ecological economist, defined sustainable development as ‘development without 

growth beyond environmental limits’ (Butlin,1989: 43).  

Sustainability is rooted in three tenets; economic, environmental, and social. If any 

of these is underdeveloped, then the system of the country as a whole is unsustainable 
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(Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions, 2000). Economic sustainability 

is the ability to maintain an economic system and support a defined level of economic 

production indefinitely for future generations (ibid.). Environmental sustainability refers to 

the ability to maintain rates of renewable resource harvest, pollution creation, and non-

renewable resource depletion, that can be continued indefinitely (ibid.). Social 

sustainability points to the ability of maintaining community (civic) capacity that fosters 

effective participation and equitable treatment of all, and functions at a defined level of 

social well-being indefinitely (ibid.). Sustainability theories, such as 'popular sustainability 

theory' emphasize links between the environment, society and the economy (Goodland, 

1995).  

The three pillars model has been represented as a bio economy model comprising 

three concentric circles: the largest being the 'environment' circle, with the 'social' circle 

lying within it and containing the 'economy' circle (Lehtonen, 2004). In other words, these 

elements complement each other (ibid.). The UN’s Millennium Declaration (2000) still 

uses the three domains: economics, environment and social sustainability. Culture was 

added recently as the fourth domain of sustainable development, in accord with the UN, 

Unesco and Agenda 21 (Nurse, 2006). In fact, most national and international problem-

solving efforts focus on only one pillar/element at a time (Hansmann et al., 2012); for 

example, prominent international organization such as the World Trade Organization 

(WTO), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the 

UN focus on economic growth, especially in developing nations (ibid.). However, the 

weakness or strength of the economic pillar in a country can directly weaken or strengthen 

the other environmental and social pillars (Hashmi et al., 2015). For instance, in the global 

economic crisis of 2008, many nations were cutting back their stricter environmental laws 

and investment because their budgets were running deficits (ibid.). The social pillar can 
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also impact on the other pillars, having priority over the other two under certain 

circumstances. For instance, in the event of war, environmental sustainability has a very 

low priority; also, the environmental pillar would receive far less attention in a nation with 

high levels of poverty and focused on feeding its population rather than on ecological issues 

(ibid.). 

Leaders from 193 countries of the world came together in 2015 to create an 

ambitious plan called Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) after famines, droughts, 

wars, plagues and poverty affected many countries (Nam, 2015). This plan consists of 17 

goals developed for people, the planet and prosperity, and aims to bring an end to poverty 

and hunger by 2030, as well as save the world from the worst effects of climate change 

(Griggs et al., 2013). It balances the three dimensions of sustainable development: 

economic, social, and environmental (ibid.). Figure 127 shows the 17 goals of sustainable 

development for people, planet and prosperity. According to Nam (2015), these goals look 

to protect people by ending their poverty and hunger and supporting the achievement of 

their potential in dignity, with equal opportunities and in a healthy environment. The plan 

advocates the sustainable management of the planet’s natural resources and protecting it 

from degradation due to unsustainable consumption and production (ibid.). It also aims to 

provide prosperous and fulfilling lives for all human beings in parallel with economic, 

social and technological progress (ibid.). 
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Figure 127.	The 17 sustainable development goals for people and planet 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Sustainability in Saudi Arabiaxvi 

As mentioned in this research in the introduction, Saudi Arabia is an important country in 

the Middle East because of its geographical location, situated at the crossroads of important 

international trade routes across three continents: Asia, Europe and Africa. According to 

its Voluntary National Review presented to the 2018 United Nations High-Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Development, the Kingdom is aiming to achieve a sustainable future 

following the inception of the country’s development process in 1970xvi. Practical 

implementation of this endeavour is proceeding through the Kingdom's successive five-
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year development plans. These plans include a primary focus on the development of the 

capabilities of the citizenry, attainment of their ambitions, satisfying their needs, and 

improving their standard of livingxvi. The development plans also require a collection of 

interconnected systems that improve the lives and prospects of the population in 

environmental, social and economic termsxvi (see Figure 128). Saudi Arabia draws upon 

Islamic principles and values, in the context of implementing its development strategy that 

includexvi: 

1) Environmental pillar: during the last decade the Saudi government has given 

significant consideration to protecting the environment against harmful activities and 

practices, conserving biodiversity and natural resourcesxvi. 

2) Economic pillar: Saudi Arabia produces goods and services continuously, 

maintains manageable levels of external debt, avoids extreme sectoral imbalances that may 

damage agricultural or industrial production, and contributes in growing the private sector's 

role. It aspires to capitalize on its investment capabilities to stimulate economic growth, 

diversify revenues and improve competitiveness of the Saudi economyxvi. 

3) Social pillar: the Saudi government has attempted to achieve fairness in 

distribution and opportunity and implementing adequate provision of social services 

including health and education, and political accountability and participation. It has also 

started to make changes regarding women's rights and equality issuesxvi. 
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Figure 128. Three pillars of policy sustainability in Saudi Arabia 
(Designed by the researcher) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Saudi Arabia has recently embarked on a dramatic and comprehensive 

transformational journey, when the Council of Ministers approved an ambitious new 

strategy for the Kingdom in 25 April 2016, known as Vision 2030xvii (Hussain, 2017). This 

strategy was conceived to tackle the current regional and international challenges, maintain 

development gains, diversify and stimulate economic growth, end reliance on oil as the 
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mainstay source of income and meet the aspirations of a young and growing population 

(ibid.). According to Hussain (ibid.), this ambitious vision is not new; in 2005, Saudi Arabia 

published the Long-Term Strategy 2025, which encompassed various goals, including 

reducing the economy's dependency on oil revenues. 

The goal of Vision 2030 is to build a prosperous future in all development areas, 

economic development, social cohesion and environmental protection, through three 

themes, a vibrant society, a thriving economy and an ambitious nation, which share the 

same timeframe and ultimate goals with the SDGs agendaxvii. The 17 sustainable 

development goals (SDGs) mentioned earlier (see Section 3.3), are integrated into specific 

and elaborate plans and programmes in Vision 2030 that are being realized by the Saudi 

government in partnership with the private sector and civil society institutions and 

organizations and assessed for consistency with the SDGsxvii. For example, in 2019, an 

initiative was launched by the Ministry of Education to re-introduce Arabic calligraphy 

classes in government schools (see later Section 3.4.3.1), as well as the Jasarahxviii 

challenge to develop a digital Arabic calligraphic style in the same year (see later Section 

3.4.5.1). In 2020, many initiatives have been launched during the ‘Year of Arabic 

Calligraphy’ (2020), including some on the ‘Khattat platform’ (see Section 3.1.1.4), and 

the ‘Arabic calligraphy murals’ activities, set up by the Ministry of culture in cooperation 

with a number of artists in Jeddah, Riyadh and Al-Khobar to decorate the facilities by 

combining the styles of Arabic calligraphy and the art of graffiti (see Figure 129). Also, the 

Ministry of Culture, in cooperation with the Ministry of Sports and the Saudi Professional 

League, have launched an initiative to ‘Arabicise’ the names on the shirts of league clubs 

by using the Thuluth calligraphic style in the same year (see Section 2.3). 
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Figure 129. Arabic Calligraphy Murals activities by artists and calligrapher in the Saudi Arabia, 18 February 
2020 

 

 

Furthermore, these and other initiatives have highlighted the names of many veteran Saudi 

calligraphers and their works such as the Saudi currency calligrapher Abdul Razzaq Khoja 

(whose name shone 6 decades ago), Nasir al-Maymun and others. There are also Saudi 

calligraphers who worked hard in creating innovative calligraphy panels as well as graphic 

works in line with the 2030 vision, such as the calligrapher Fahd Al-Majhdi who embodied 

the world map with Arabic letters, see Figure 130, as well as he integrated of Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in making logos for ‘Year of Arabic Calligraphy’ 2020 see 

Figure 131 and  Section (3.1.1.4) as well as designs on the football players' shirts Saudi 

League see Section (2.3). 
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Figure 130. The world map with Arabic letters, calligrapher Fahd Al-Majhdi, 2018 (100 x 200 cm) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 131. The integration of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in making logos for ‘Year of Arabic 
Calligraphy’ 2020, calligrapher Fahd Al-Majhdi 
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This research focuses mainly on the economic sustainability theme in Saudi Arabia 

and will also include cultural sustainability. The Vision 2030 strategy for the Kingdom will 

help transform the Saudi economy and society by 2030 by focusing on three key elements: 

the central role Saudi Arabia plays in the Islamic and the Arab world; the aim to transform 

Saudi Arabia into a global investment powerhouse and exploiting Saudi Arabia’s key 

strategic location to turn the country into a global trade hub connecting Asia, Europe and 

Africaxvii. Saudi Arabia aims to achieve some very ambitious goals including:  

1) supporting small and mid-size enterprises (SMEs) and increasing their 

contribution to the economy;  

2) improving the economy from its current position as the 19th largest world 

economy into the top 15;  

3) increasing the private sector’s contribution from 40% to 65% of GDP;  

4) raising the share of exports in the country’s non-oil GDP from 16% to 50%. 

 

SMEs for the handicrafts and art careers (such as Arabic calligraphy and graphic design) in 

Saudi Arabia are part of a larger system, the well-being of which has a direct impact on all 

the organizations (Maarouf, 2006). For example, over time, the orientation of the Saudi 

creative industry may affect the required types and designs of traditional handicrafts and 

visual arts, perhaps even affect the ability of these enterprises to sustain their business. As 

a result, artists and designers have realized the worth of graphic design and its influence on 

Saudi business in today’s era; they have established or improved their own SMEs, which 

has led to an increased number of Saudi graphic design companies, as well as a boom in 

commercial business for independent designers. Graphic design in Saudi Arabia has 

become a wide-ranging industry that covers many activities, including identity branding, 

corporate branding, and print production (Zeyad, 2004) (see Figure 132). 
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Figure 132. Saudi graphic design company, Aziziayah Horizons, based in Jeddah and Riyadh 

 
 

 

Also, the price of handicrafts and artistic products is directly related to the system of the 

Saudi creative industry (Maarouf, 2006). According to a recent report from the American 

Management Association (AMA, 2011), the primary goal of sustainability is to ensure that 

‘whole systems remain healthy so that people as individuals, societies, and organizations 

improve their overall chances of well-being’ (Alphin, 2015: 132). Strong competition, 

dealing with downturns, meeting payrolls, finding new customers and turning a profit are 

all challenges that have to be met in order to carry an organization into the future (ibid.). 

According to Van Weenan, (2006: 13) a sustainable enterprise is an activity that; 

 

Promotes sustainable living through the sustainable production of goods and services, to 

provide solutions for fulfilling elementary needs to improve the lives of people, now and 

in the future, with least possible environmental impact and the highest possible economic 

and social yield.  
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Creative Saudi Graphic Design Company in Jeddah, Riyadh

Our Wide Range of Graphic Design Services in Jeddah, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.
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To sum up, Arabic calligraphy, through its historical background and its 

transformative stages in form, content, function, and symbolic and informative value, is 

highly appreciated in Saudi Arabia and the Arab World, but it is sometimes neglected, 

especially with the technological development around it. In Saudi Arabia, there are many 

bodies that support and enhance the production of Arabic calligraphy as an Islamic art and 

traditional handicraft as mentioned earlier. Creating a sustainable system will provide 

continuity for these handicrafts and design products in the Kingdom, in order to receive 

economic gains and preserve the traditional heritage of Saudi culture; for example, the 

Kiswa of the Ka'ba Factory and the King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex are 

considered sustainable systems and the most effective institutions to employ and support 

many calligraphers. However, the number of Saudi calligraphers is still low to some extent. 

The following section will explain the reasons behind the low interest from Saudis in the 

calligraphy profession. 

 Factors Affecting Arabic Calligraphy and Graphic Design in Saudi 

Arabia  

Arabic calligraphy has been broadly used in a variety of imaginative ways, taking the 

written word far beyond pen and paper and into all art forms and materials. Also, it is 

considered a tool to embody the Arabic language, civilization, history and art. Saudi 

Arabia's policy on handicrafts and arts, especially Arabic calligraphy, during the last 30 

year has been discussed in detail in this chapter (see Sections 3.1 and 3.1.4) and the current 

status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the Kingdom and their contributions to 

Saudi industry are considered in Sections 3.1.4 and 3.2). This section focuses on the factors 

affecting Arabic calligraphy and graphic design within Saudi Arabia. There are many 

studies, displayed previously in this research in Sections (1.7, 3.1.3 and 3.4), that discuss 
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several factors affecting Arabic calligraphy. Based on these previous studies, this research 

has focused on these selected five key factors: regulation and management, social 

awareness, finance, education and technology. This focus will allow a complete image of 

the status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design to be presented, including their practice 

and which factors might affect their preservation and sustainability. 

 

 The Organisational Factor 

 Supportive Organizations for Arabic calligraphy 

Arabic calligraphy with its association with handicrafts and arts, receives support from two 

organisations that operate independently of each other in these fields. (see Section 3.1.4) 

The main organisation that supports arts within the state is the Saudi Arabian Society for 

Culture and Arts (SASCA), established in 1978viii. The aim of this organisation is to 

preserve Arabic calligraphy in artworks, such as the use in Al-Hurufiyya art, arabesque and 

ceramic. The main supporter of handicrafts and national heritage is the Saudi Commission 

for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), established in 2000vii. Despite the existence of 

these bodies, a key issue facing the handicrafts sector in Saudi Arabia is the lack of an 

independent administration and regulation for handicrafts, such as regulations of the market 

and distribution of raw materials, relations between craftspeople and their employers or 

clients, habilitating craftspeople, and advertising the importance of handicrafts (Maarouf, 

2006). This has resulted in a generation not willing to follow their parents into handicraft 

trades because of the belief that these have no future without state support (Ghabban et al, 

2007). As a result, most of the craftspeople are older with no successors and some 

handicrafts are dying out, or have already disappeared, along with the artisans that practice 

them (see Figure 115, in Section 3.1.1.6). This inadequate official oversight, the absence 
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of organization and regulations and lack of native talent in younger generations has meant 

that non-Saudi artisans are used, with their own interpretations and methods, resulting in 

handicraft products that are losing their Saudi origins and identity, not to mention quality 

(ibid.). 

Much of the responsibility for conserving cultural heritage in general has fallen to 

governmental and non-governmental organisations in Saudi Arabia (Al-Saud, 2013). Some 

perform essential work in this respect. For example, the Saudi institution ‘Heritage’ was 

founded in 1996 with the aim of increasing awareness and interest in Arab, Islamic and 

national heritage and the Furqan Islamic Heritage Foundation was founded in 1988 to 

preserve Islamic manuscript heritage, with headquarters in London and branches in Cairo 

and Jeddah (ibid.). There are also some charitable organizations and private institutes that 

teach Arabic calligraphy (see Section 3.1.4.3). All these commissions, charities, private 

institutes and associations only concern themselves with their own particular aspect of the 

handicraft industries; there is no sector-wide organisation to pool all of these efforts 

together and be responsible for the planning, coordination and governance of the industry 

(Maarouf, 2006). Leaving the organization of this sector and its development to this 

multiplicity of agencies, with their own different foci, outlook and methods, constitutes a 

threat to the survival of the handicraft industry (ibid.). 

 

 Supportive Organizations for Graphic design 

Graphic design comes under the umbrella of the arts in general in Saudi Arabia and is 

promoted via training courses, workshops, art galleries, special exhibitions of visual arts 

and local and international art competitions by both governmental or non-governmental 

organizations such as the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts, which supports a 
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range of visual arts, performance arts, and film and television arts, (see Section 3.1.4.1) and 

the Misk Art Institutexix, which is a new artist-centred cultural organisation operating under 

the auspices of the Misk Foundation, established in 2017 to encourage grassroots artistic 

production in Saudi Arabia, and the Arab World in general, and to enable international 

cultural diplomacy and exchangexixxix. The Al-Mawaddah Society for Family Development 

is a not-for-profit association established in 2003 in Makkah specializing in education, 

training, guidance and family awarenessxx, providing short courses in the basics of graphic 

design and Photoshop to stimulate creativity and innovation. Furthermore, several state and 

private Saudi universities that teach graphic design offer long and short training courses for 

graphic design that aim to fully prepare students for the Saudi labour market to address the 

urgent need for this specialization. (see Section 3.4.3.4). 

 

 The Financial Support Factor 

 Support for Arabic Calligraphy 

There are some financial resources made available to governmental and non-governmental 

organizations eligible for funding for individuals and small projects for craftspeople; for 

example, the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH) is responsible 

for the development of handicrafts and handmade industries. In 2011 it established Baree, 

a national programme which aims to develop the handicrafts and handmade industries in 

Saudi Arabia by supporting them financially, socially, technically, organizationally and 

educationally (Ghabban et al, 2007). In addition to the Baree programme, the Saudi 

government has established a number of funds, such as the Saudi Credit Savings Bank (in 

1971), the Human Resources Development Fund (in 2000), the National Charity Fund (in 

2002), and Al-Ma'aweah Fund (in 2004) to support economic and social development 
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programmes in various regions of the Kingdom by providing interest-free, low interest 

loans (Alsahlawi and Mubark, 2011). There are also non-governmental and private sector 

organizations supporting handicrafts, including Arabic calligraphy, by providing loans, 

some of them interest-free and low interest, such as the Chambers of Commerce and 

Industry and the Abdul Latif Jameel Fund (see Section 3.1.1.5) (Al-Zoubi and Rahman, 

2014). Furthermore, these organizations, government and non-government, also support 

the annual commercial celebrations that are held in different regions of Saudi Arabia, such 

as the Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival in Riyadh and the Souk Okaz in Taif (see 

Sections 3.1.4.1, 3.1.4.2 and 3.1.4.3) and also provide awards and prizes at annual 

competitions for all handicrafts (ibid). 

 Support for Graphic Design 

The Saudi labour market shows a high demand for advertisement and graphic designers 

(Zeyad, 2004). The fields of work in graphic design are multiple and there is a large 

employment market for graphic design professionals in the Kingdom in both public and 

private organisations (ibid.). According to Al-Qadhi et al. (2014) and Salary Explorer's 

(2019) statistics, the average Saudi national monthly income of SAR 93,472/year, rounded 

to SAR 8000/month (approximately GBP £1600) places graphic designers amongst the best 

paid professions in Saudi Arabia with an average monthly payslip of up to 10,337 SAR 

(approximately GBP £2000) (Salary Explorer, 2019). (see Figure 133).  Figure 134 shows 

the media, broadcasting, arts, and entertainment salaries in Saudi Arabia range between 

10,357 SAR per m. (ibid.). 
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Figure 133. Graphic Designer Salaries in Saudi Arabia, ©Salary Explorer 2018 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 134. Average monthly salaries in Saudi Arabia, ©Salary Explorer 2018  
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However, most designers, not satisfied with the income offered by an advertising 

company, are self-employed and their small projects that can be financed by government 

or private sectors (Zeyad, 2004) (see Section 3.4.2.1) 

There are also some exhibitions that support and present all types of design fields, 

for instance, the Saudi International Design Exhibition (DecoFair) held in Riyadhxxi, the 

Riyadh International Convention and Exhibition Centerxxii, and Saudi Design Weekxxiii also 

in Riyadh. Local and international designers and companies from a variety of design fields 

such as architecture, interior design, graphic design and fashion present their designs in 

these exhibitions alongside other design-related products. In general, graphic designers are 

free to present their creative works in art galleries, in governmental or non-governmental 

institutions, establish their own exhibition of visual arts or display it through the Internet 

or other media. 

 The Educational Factor 

 Arabic calligraphy in School Education 

Before the unification of the Kingdom, there was no clear educational system for the 

educational stages. Education was limited to learning the Qur'an based on memorizing, 

reading, dictation and calligraphy, as well as accountancy for trade purposes (Al-Zahrani, 

1988). The formal state education system in Saudi Arabia was initiated in 1932. An 

education policy was issued in 1969, providing free education for all students, and defining 

the stages of education: primary school, lasting six years (students entering at the age of 

six); intermediate school, lasting three years; and high school, lasting another three years. 

After high school, students can choose among several universities offering degrees in all 

fields of study, as well as vocational and technical centres (ibid.). 
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The reality of Arabic calligraphy teaching in Saudi state primary schools can be 

viewed in three historical periods with differing approaches and curricula. In the first 

period, from when formal state primary education in Saudi Arabia began in 1969, Arabic 

calligraphy was taught as a separate subject with its own requirements until 2009 (Khalifa, 

2019). During this period, teaching was based mostly on the skills of personnel at any given 

school -- the Arabic language teacher or another subject teacher with a talent for Arabic 

calligraphy (Zeyad, 2004). The course was mandatory in all regions from the primary 

second year, when calligraphy was taught for one hour each week during the 32-week 

academic school year (ibid.). The teaching style relied mainly on copying, repetition and 

taking measurements (Alghamedy, 1986). Due to their importance in preserving the 

identity and culture of the nation, Arabic calligraphic textbooks received the attention of 

those in charge of education in the Kingdom (Shankiti, 2015). Figure 135 shows a sample 

of Arabic calligraphic textbooks printed in 2007-2008 and 2009-2010. It also shows some 

of its pages, which contain intensive exercises in writing letters, then writing short and long 

phrases with different patterns of calligraphic styles. Every school year, students learnt one 

style of Arabic calligraphy (first Naskh style, the following year Ruq’ah style, and so on). 

Students were taught the rules of writing for each style of Arabic calligraphy by learning 

one letter, or two or three if they are from the same group of letters such as ث،ت ،ب  or خ،ج،ح  

, during that weekly lesson. As there are 28 letters in the Arabic alphabet, there was time 

available during the academic year for review after completion of the grammar of the 

Arabic letters. Arabic calligraphy as a skill improves and strengthens with practice (Al-

Kufi, 2002), and the time allowed within the course for repetition and practice meant that 

most students, if not all, were able to write or draw correctly one style of Arabic calligraphy 

by the end of each school year (Alghamedy, 1986). Another advantage of this strategy was 

that allowances could be made for individual children; the learning of Arabic calligraphy 
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is related to the stages of a child's anatomical development (body, muscles, and senses), 

and the development of physical, communication and intellectual skills (Smith et al., 2015); 

therefore, the learning process differs from child to child as they develop at different rates 

(ibid.). 

The educational policy during this period had a clear impact on the form and 

accuracy of handwriting for students, especially in the primary grades, and on improving 

their calligraphic writing and learning the many styles of Arabic calligraphy that are fully 

and directly linked to Islamic arts and national heritage (Zeyad, 2004). That said, there were 

some factors that caused poor accuracy in handwriting calligraphic characters in both 

students and teachers (ibid.). There are studies pointing to the weakness of Arabic language 

teachers in the field of Arabic calligraphy; for example, Khalid Arfan (1997), who pointed 

out the need to search for new ways and methods of teaching Arabic calligraphy skills, 

including teacher training programmes in the faculties of education and universities in 

Saudi Arabia for students hoping to become teachers of the Arabic language. This short-

fall meant that newly-graduated Arabic language teachers were not familiar with the skills 

required in Arabic calligraphy nor how to teach them to school children (ibid.). In addition 

to this were the large class sizes, an obstacle for any teacher trying to raise the standard of 

Arabic calligraphy (ibid.). The capable teacher sometimes needs to help students by holding 

their hands to write the letters properly, in addition to giving the students multiple activities 

to practice with (ibid.). Large classes put the teacher in a difficult situation to perform 

his/her pedagogic function.  



           

 284 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 135. Books of Arabic calligraphy from the initial period of state schools teaching Arabic calligraphy 
 

 

The second period, from 2009 until December 2018, saw a redesign and 

realignment of education curricula within the comprehensive project for the development 

of education in Saudi Arabia (Khalifa, 2019). One of the consequences was that some 

subjects were integrated into others, and this included the teaching of Arabic calligraphy, 

which joined Arabic language in a new subject called 'Loghaty' (means ‘My Language’) 

(ibid.). The content of the Arabic language curriculum in Saudi schools contains topics 

related to all four Arabic language skills, such as listening, reading, speaking, writing and 

language lessons, subdivided into linguistic classification, grammatical function, linguistic 

style, drawing dictation and written drawing (Arabic calligraphy) (Khalifa, 2019). Thus, 

the teaching of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi schools has been reduced to a few exercises 

from the 'Loghaty' textbook (Shankiti, 2015). These exercises are called 'written drawing', 
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where pupils are required to copy phrases once or twice, with a focus on Naskh and Ruq’ah 

calligraphic styles (Khalifa, 2019). The goal of these exercises is to improve handwriting 

skills rather than teach traditional Arabic calligraphic styles. Figure 136 shows examples 

of Arabic language books My Language and My Beautiful Language and some of their 

pages containing written drawing exercises.  

Arabic calligraphic teaching forms a small part of the Arabic language curriculum, 

and is evaluated by teachers (ibid.). No success or failure is attached to Arabic calligraphic 

learning activities, unlike the first period of the national curriculum discussed, despite 

calligraphers and artists insisting on its importance as part of Arabic language education 

(Zeyad, 2004). As a result, the absence of intensive Arabic calligraphy tuition from 

mainstream Saudi curricula has negatively affected students' writing, dictation, and reading 

in general. (ibid.). This is the result of the difference in approach to Arabic calligraphy 

between the two educational periods discussed in this section. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 136. Written drawing 
exercises in the books of 'Loghaty' 
(means ‘My language’, it is Arabic 
Language Book) in the second 
stage (2011 to December 2018) in 
the teaching of Arabic calligraphy 
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In the third period, starting from 12 Dec 2018, the minister of education issued a 

ministerial decision that dictation and Arabic calligraphy would be taught as separate 

courses with their own textbooks, independent of the Arabic language 'Loghaty' course, as 

in the first period of Arabic calligraph teachingxxiv. The teaching of this new courses started 

in the second semester of 2019 for the third grade in primary schools in the light of Saudi 

Vision 2030, which this ministerial decision has been announced on the website of the 

ministry of educationxxiv. This ministerial decision is accompanied by programmes for 

retraining current teachers through the colleges and teaching them the skills that will 

contribute to the development of these courses for students (Al-Yami, 2018). 

This decision was made in the light of numerous studies that found flaws in teaching 

the Arabic language 'Loghaty' course; teaching and evaluating its four skills mentioned 

earlier using one course and book. For example, Khalifa’s study (2019) aims to clarify the 

training needs required to teach the Arabic language curriculum developed in the 

intermediate schools in Saudi Arabia from the perspective of teachers. Furthermore, Al-

Dawood’s study (2016) examines the obstacles to the assessment of teaching standards of 

the Arabic language 'Loghaty' course for the middle stage from the perspective of scientists 

and school administrators. The findings of all previous studies have indicated that there are 

problems related to teaching the Arabic language 'Loghaty' course: the multiplicity of 

subjects, the multiplicity of skills to be measured and evaluated, the paucity of study hours 

allocated to the teaching of this course and the lack of interesting content of dictation and 

writing skills material  (ibid.). Also, increasing teaching hours also reduced educational 

performance. (ibid.). There are also problems related to class size, with reduced interaction 

and co-operation affecting the learning experience. (ibid.).  
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 Graphic Design in School Education 

The Saudi government, via the Ministry of Education, wishes to keep pace with 

technological developments by, for instance, integrating computers and computer teaching 

in Saudi secondary schools (Al-Asmari et al., 2014). A computer and information 

technology course were approved for secondary stages in Saudi schools in 1998 /1999, to 

expose and prepare pupils for a career and modern life (Al Harbi, 2014). However, pupils 

are still far from learning how to use creative software programs such as Adobe Photoshop, 

Affinity Designer, Adobe Illustrator CC, CorelDRAW Graphics Suite, Gravit Designer, 

Inkscape and Sketch. Moreover, although the current art education courses in Saudi 

Arabian schools occupy two hours of lesson time per week, most of the teachers do not 

have the background, either educational or professional, in graphic design; therefore, most 

of the focus is on figurative art (Zeyad, 2004). This does develop hand-eye coordination 

and skills to use tools such as pencils or pens, inking or paste drawings, sketching on paper, 

which are transferrable to graphic design, mainly at the development stage of a design 

before using computers to finalize the process (ibid.). However, summarizing from Zeyad 

(ibid.), the theories and techniques, let alone the different styles and applications, that are 

behind graphic design and which provide the context to use these acquired manual skills, 

and, therefore, an employment career, are neglected. 

 

 Arabic Calligraphy in Further Education 

Arabic calligraphy develops an artistic sense and builds literary memory (Vweaah et al., 

2006). Nevertheless, there were no schools or colleges dedicated to teaching it until the 

mid-1970s, when the Institute of Calligraphy was established in Riyadh, with the aim of 

teaching and evolving Arabic calligraphy (Zeyad, 2004). The course offered consisted of 
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four academic years of studying Arabic calligraphy and its traditional styles (ibid.). Most 

of its graduates became professional calligraphers and designers. However, the institute's 

closure by the Ministry of Education in the late 1980's was a clear indication of the lack of 

support and interest in Arabic calligraphy at a time of economic and social transformations 

(ibid.).  

From the early 1990’s until the present,  small private schools and institutes have 

been founded to teach Arabic calligraphy; for example: the Institute of Arabic Calligraphy, 

established by the Charity Association in 1990 in Makkah and recognized by the Ministry 

of Education in preparation for making it the headquarters for courses in Arabic 

calligraphy; the Al-Kateb Institute for Arabic Calligraphy, established in 1995 in Riyadh; 

the 'Hands Craft' Charity Association, established in 2009 in Makkah; the Saudi Art 

Association (SAA), established in 2007 in Riyadh; the Saudi Association of Arabic 

Calligraphy, established in 2009 in Qatif and the Saudi Scientific Association of Arabic 

Calligraphy, established in 2014 in Makkah. Some of these institutes and associations have 

branches in several cities in Saudi Arabia and abroad that help promote Arabic calligraphy 

by organizing workshops, intensive training courses, artistic exhibitions and competitions.  

 

 Graphic Design in Further Education 

Art education departments at Saudi universities have a background rooted in Islamic art 

history, art education theories, art aesthetics, and studio production (Alghamdy, 1986). 

Formerly, the primary objective for university art education departments was to prepare 

graduates to teach in state schools; the second objective was to produce artists (ibid.). There 

was no clear distinction between the fine arts and commercial art forms and most faculty 

members had no professional background in studio art (ibid.).  
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Graphic design is a recent speciality in Saudi Arabia. It began within advertising 

agencies in the early 1980s, and was then incorporated as a module as part of fine arts 

courses at universities such as King Saud University (Zeyad, 2004). These modules at that 

time did not give fine art and design students a deep understanding of studio techniques or 

allow sufficient practice time to prepare them for today’s competitive industries (ibid.). 

Also, Saudi universities offering these graphic design modules had difficulties recruiting 

specialized native teaching personnel because of the lack of Saudi expertise, and had to 

employ specialized foreign lecturers to teach graphic design (ibid.). In the early 2000s, 

graphic design courses were taught in arts and designs departments in Saudi universities, 

but they lacked focus, content, textbooks, and the types of assignments appropriate to the 

field (ibid.). Furthermore, they did not focus on graphic design theory, and consisted of 

drawing and painting exercises only, using standard drafting and painting tools from the 

figurative arts rather than the appropriate standard graphic design tools and materials 

(ibid.).  

In the past ten years, to prepare students for the current job market, the Saudi 

government has started to encourage students to specialize in graphic design, or other 

design fields, by offering educational scholarships to attend Saudi universities or 

universities in countries with more developed courses and experience in those areas (Al-

Yami, 2018). Also, Saudi universities have rehabilitated themselves by providing 

equipment, tools and networks in accordance with the requirements of this specialization 

to compete with graduates that were coming from countries such as Egypt and Lebanon 

because of their progressive educational background in graphic design and business market 

requirements (Zeyad, 2004). The number of universities in the Kingdom amounts to 42, 

including thirty state-run universities and twelve private universities (Al-Yami, 2018). But, 

checking the courses on offer on each university's website shows there is a limited number 
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of state-run universities that teach graphic design at Bachelor’s or Master’s level or short 

training courses. These few that do offer such courses are Princess Noura University in 

Riyadh, Jeddah University, Taif university, Taibah University in Madinah and Prince 

Fahad bin Sultan University in Tabouk. Also, there are limited private universities teaching 

graphic design, such as Dar Al-Hekma University in Jeddah and Dar Al Uloom University 

in Riyadh. 

 

 The Social Awareness Factor 

 Social Awareness of Arabic calligraphy 

As mentioned in Section 3.4.1.1, the multiplicity of independent governmental and non-

governmental parties supporting Arabic calligraphy and the absence of a unified institution 

concerned with Arabic calligraphy in all its artistic and handicraft aspects affect its 

enhancement organizationally, educationally and financially. Many important aspects do 

not receive the required care, such as awareness campaigns that should be organized on a 

larger scale to educate people of the importance of the handicrafts industry, especially 

Arabic calligraphy, and its role in the national economy (Ghabban et al, 2007). Based on 

the National Strategy for Handicrafts Development, the role of the media is essential in 

focussing on the economic importance of these industries by urging the public to purchase 

handicraft products and make them part of their daily lives (ibid.). The Saudi public should 

know that the handicrafts industry constitutes an important part of Saudi civilization, 

culture, and heritage and support it. 

Also, under the influence of technological and cultural globalization, and the 

prevalence of social networking platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, there is evidence 

that Arabic letters are being replaced with foreign letters and symbols, in effect 
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surrendering a part of the Arab-Islamic identity (Vweaah et al., 2006). Therefore, Arabic 

calligraphy should be reconsidered in all its aspects in order to protect the Arabic letters 

from change and preserve the traditional patterns of Arabic calligraphic designs that are 

associated with the religion, and Arab and Islamic culture and identity. 

 Social Awareness of Graphic design 

Graphic design expresses ideas and concepts of a given society, and conveys them to a 

specific audience such as a certain age group, income category, gender, etc. (see Section 

2.1). It is present in many areas of everyday life, such as advertisements on television, the 

Internet, print media; company logos, road signage, party invitations and a range of 

documents (Wheeler, 2017). Graphic visual signs have been used to define things for 

centuries (Osborn, 2008); for example, in the Middle Ages, each business trader had a 

certain mark or character, and this mark was used to define the quality of products or to 

identify the manufacturer of these products (ibid.). Today it is often possible to assess the 

quality of a commodity or specifications by looking at the label attached to the item (Al-

Arabi, 2005). 

 Because of a lack of awareness and paucity of social programmes to present it to 

its audience, the majority of Saudis wrongly believe that graphic work cannot have the 

same originality or individuality as figurative art (Zeyad, 2004). Recently, there have been 

several contributions to raise the public's level of understanding and appreciation of art and 

design and increase public awareness in Saudi Arabia; for example, organizing more art 

and design exhibitions, offering more graphic design workshops for the public and 

developing some art and design television programmes (see Section 3.2). In addition, the 

abundance of computer design programs, the availability of design programs on 

smartphones (not professional) and designs in social media programs have contributed to 
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people’s awareness of the importance of visual design and graphic products, especially to 

the younger generations (Wheeler, 2017).  

 The Technological Factor 

 Technology in Arabic Calligraphy 

As mentioned in Sections 1.4.4 and 1.4.4.1, in the 1980s, the type industry was enhanced 

in general and some Arabic typefaces were created that retain traditional calligraphic styles 

(Alnajdi, 2001: 24). In the 1990s, Arabic type designers faced challenges to solve artistic 

and aesthetic issues for Arabic typefaces and create new techniques that match the rules of 

Arabic calligraphic designs (ibid.). However, artists and calligraphers quickly recognized 

the rapid development of technology in the twentieth century and created modern designs 

for Arabic calligraphy, aided by some of the new computer programs being produced 

(Rashad, 2014: 52).  In addition, the integration of modern design thinking with Arabic 

calligraphy (traditional handicraft) creates new designs combining traditional designs with 

a modern touch, in a similar manner to other fields of design, such as architecture, fine art, 

fashion, etc. (Maarouf, 2006). The Saudi Government has recently launched a challenge, 

through the website Jasarah 2019xviii to develop a digital Arabic calligraphic style. This 

website is one of the solutions offered by TAM (Technology Acceptance Model) 

companyxxv, which specializes in community engagement and activation and has been 

recognized by 4 international awardsxxv. This is an example of the kind of initiative that the 

Saudi Government should follow as an important policy to preserve the precious heritage 

of Arabic calligraphy. 

Hand-crafted calligraphic designs do not need to use the tools of modern 

technology, and instead use the traditional pen, paper and ink (see Section 1.6.1). However, 

the novice calligrapher may need modern computer programs to train in the skill of writing 
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Arabic calligraphic styles, to read the history of Arabic calligraphy and to view the models 

of previous calligraphic designs electronically (Suhail and Mashour, 2014). Saudi Arabia 

has many resources for the research and study of Arabic calligraphy techniques, whether 

by hand or using the tools of modern technology, such as mosques, museums, the Kiswa of 

the Ka'ba factory, the King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex, and books and 

manuscripts that are available in large libraries. In Saudi Arabia, Arabic calligraphy is not 

limited to copies of the Qur'an, produced by hand or by using modern printers, but is also 

treated as an art form itself or a part of others arts (Alghamdy, 1986); for instance, Arabic 

calligraphic designs are used in high-tech machines to produce ceramics, carpets and 

arabesque products. 

 Technology in Graphic Design 

Modern technology is one of the most important factors that affects graphic design, where 

designing graphic products requires considerable knowledge of computer technology and 

graphics software (Al-Arabi, 2009). The technological and industrial revolution has 

enabled the invention of new types of printers and photocopiers and the invention of new 

mechanical techniques that have increased the speed of production (Moustapha and 

Krishnamurti, 2001).  

In Saudi Arabia, there are a limited number of universities that teach graphic design 

as an independent branch of arts and design departments (see Section 3.4.3.4). Not all these 

universities provide modern computer labs equipped with sufficient number of computers 

and design software programs such as Adobe Creative Suite, Adobe Illustrator CC, Sketch, 

3D software, and image manipulation programs. Also, there is a lack of high-quality 

printing equipment for the students to use - - such as screen printers, laser cutters, or 3D 
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printers -- or high-quality photographic equipment and cameras that help in production of 

creative designs. 

There are small and large Saudi competitive companies with high technology in 

design that offer graphic design services that are characterized by innovation, creativity and 

high technology, such as Smart Touch, Awamer alshabaka, Solutel, Emarketingo and 

SevenReach. Their websites show that they hire highly qualified designers and experts from 

Saudi Arabia and the Arab world to undertake design commissions for companies and 

organizations. 

As observed from the five factors discussed in Sections (3.4.3 to 3.4.5), there is a 

considerable fluctuation in support that affects graphic design (as a modern art) and Arabic 

calligraphy (as a traditional art). The aim of this study is to identify the influential factors 

that affect both Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in order to understand Saudi art and 

crafts policies that play a role in promoting them. Each of these factors has a role to play in 

enhancing the success and value of both design disciplines. The integration of Arabic 

calligraphy with graphic design would merge their effective factors together and would 

strengthen their relationship to create a single art form. Table 4 is a symbolic summary of 

what has been discussed previously and is a collection of uneven opinions of some of the 

authors who presented and discussed the importance of the five factors (F1: Educational, 

F2: Financial, F3: Organizational, F4: Social awareness, F5: Technological) of Arabic 

calligraphy (AC) or graphic design (GD) in their books or published articles, irrespective 

of whether these factors lie inside or outside Saudi Arabia.  
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Table 4. Researches and books’ sources that mention the importance of one or more factors that affect Arabic 
calligraphy and graphic design 

 
 

 

Research and books’ 
references

Mustafa Rashad (2014) 
AC  AC   AC  

GD  
AC  
GD  

Kamel Al-Jubouri (2000) AC    AC   

Moustapha and Krishnamurti 
(2001) 

AC    AC  AC  

Eyad Al-Hussaini (2003) AC    AC  AC  

Suhail and Mashour (2014) 
AC     AC  

GD  

Sultan Zeyad (2004) 
AC  
GD  

 AC  
GD  

AC  
GD  

AC  
GD  

Al-A’ani (2013) GD    GD  GD  

Alghamdy (1986) AC   AC    

Ghabban et al. (2007) AC  AC  AC  AC  AC  

Al-Washmi (2009) AC   AC    

Osborn (2008) 
AC    AC  AC  

GD  

Al-Arabi (2005) GD    GD  GD  

Maarouf (2006)  AC  AC  AC  AC  AC  

Wheeler (2017)    GD  GD  

Al-Zahrani (1988) AC   AC    

Silsilah et al. (2012) 
   AC  AC  

GD  

Alani (2016) AC   AC   AC  

George (2010) AC    AC   

Blair (2006) AC    AC  AC  

Vweaah (2006) AC   AC  AC  AC  

Khan (2001) AC    AC  AC  
GD  

F1 F5F4F3F2
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 Concluding Remarks  

In this third chapter, the current situation of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design has 

been demonstrated, and the importance of highlighting Arab identity and culture in 

Saudi designs emphasised. Also, the policy of the Kingdom in the field of arts and 

handicrafts and the creative industries was elucidated, especially where there are 

governmental and non-governmental organisations concerned with handicrafts playing 

their roles in preserving and reviving this field, including their role in implementing 

manpower development plans and achieving global leadership that ensures 

independence and self-sufficiency. The vision of these agencies is to contribute 

effectively to economic, social and environmental development by providing technical 

and vocational training for both genders in Saudi Arabia to attain the quality and 

efficiency required by the labour market, to take up new careers as handicraft 

professionals in the industrial and commercial sectors.  

Text design in graphic products is part of graphic design, where Arabic 

calligraphy can be used as text for reading or patterns for decorating (see Sections 2.7 

and 2.9). Although previously technology was not able to recreate traditional Arabic 

calligraphic styles (see Sections 1.4.4 and 1.4.4.1), visual designers are now able to 

use Arabic calligraphic styles, via computer programs, in their designs to tell stories, 

to allude to a time and place, or simply to decorate (Zeyad, 2004). However, what may 

raise critical concerns about preserving the identity of Islamic, Arabic and Saudi 

cultures and traditions is the adjusting of Arabic calligraphy to fit with contemporary 

aesthetic preferences and the technically changing Arabic letterforms to fit with current 

industrial requirements (ibid.), where this adjusting is different depends on the process: 

scans, fonts, lettering, etc. This integration causes change in the traditional calligraphic 

designs in terms of the shape and size of the letters or measurements between the 
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letters. Furthermore, the use of these designs for commercial purposes takes away the 

spiritual meanings that have been associated with the Holy Qur'an and religion since 

Arabic calligraphy and its traditional patterns emerged. Saudi Arabia, like other Arab 

and Islamic countries, is interested in Arabic script as an Arab Islamic symbol that 

represents religion, culture, language, identity, ethnicity and nationality. Over the past 

30 years, Saudi Arabia has tried to preserve this Arab Islamic symbol, and has 

encouraged its application locally through its organisations as mentioned in Sections 

(3.1, 3.1.4 and 3.1.5). Although there are some shortcomings in aspects of the support 

for Arabic calligraphy, independent institutions have been established to oversee the 

management of arts and handicrafts, including Arabic calligraphy, and provide 

intensive training courses and employment opportunities to those who are interested in 

handicrafts.  
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Chapter 4 -  Research Methodology  

 

 Introduction 

Through the previous chapters, this research has discussed the most important issues and 

challenges facing Arabic calligraphy as Islamic art, such as globalization, mechanization 

and technology, and their positive and negative effects during its historical trajectory. 

Arabic calligraphy is intimately connected to the Holy Qur'an, Islam and Arab-Islamic 

identity (see Sections 1.2 and 1.3). Saudi Arabia has been chosen as the case study in this 

research because it is an Arab-Islamic country, inextricably associated with the religion of 

Islam through its cities Makkah and Madinah, the location of the tomb of the Prophet 

Muhamad and the home of the House of God (Ka'ba) in the great mosque, the destination 

of millions of Muslims from around the world on their Umra and Hajj pilgrimages. The 

Great Mosque is also the first Qibla for all Muslims (the direction that should be faced by 

Muslims during their daily prayers). Also, the role of Arabic calligraphy as a traditional 

craft in a country dominated by the Islamic religion (Saudi Arabia) has been discussed, as 

well as the impacts on its development of the fields of art and design, architecture, interior 

design, fashion, fine art and graphic design (see Sections 1.4 and 3.1.4). The following 

research objectives for this study were determined through a critical review of the literature: 

1. to identify the historical trajectory of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia 

compared with other Arabic countries over three decades from 1990 to 2020, during which 

Saudi Arabia witnessed major developments and fluctuations in its culture, economy and 
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politics; 

2. to identify the current status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in terms of 

production, consumption, technology, policy, and education; 

3. to explore the role that Saudi government policies play in relation to Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design; 

4. to explore the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design and 

analyse the overlaps that may exist in terms of shape, style and function. 

This research uses both qualitative and quantitative methods for collecting the 

necessary data to achieve the objectives of this research and answer the following groups 

of questions that help eventually to response this research question and sub-questions: 

 

a) What is the status of Arabic calligraphy, has it been neglected or not? What 

is its relationship with graphic design and Saudi Arabia's culture and its 

creative industries? 

b) Is the support from Saudi governmental policy in the field of art and 

handicrafts (e.g. Arabic calligraphy) significant? 

c) What are the factors that contribute to the promotion of Arabic calligraphy 

in Saudi Arabia and to its sustainability? 

d) Which aspects of Arabic calligraphy (aesthetic, technical, educational and 

cultural) have been affected the most and what factors have shaped its 

current status? 

e) What are the effects of technology and machinery on the handicrafts 

industry (positive or negative)? 

f) What is the impact of graphic design on the promotion of Arabic calligraphy 

in Saudi industry? 
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g) What is the effect of changing the spiritual and cultural meaning of Arabic 

calligraphic designs in the creative industry in a country like Saudi Arabia, 

which is considered a responsible agent for preserving Islamic traditions?  

The responses to these groups of questions help to support the questions and sub-

questions of this research (see Table 5). 

 

 

Questions that help answer research questions 

Question a Support research question and sub-question 1 

Questions b and c Support research question and sub-question 2 

Question d Support research question and sub-question 3 

Questions a and e Support research question and sub-question 4 

Questions f and g Support research question and sub-question 5 

 

Table 5. Questions that help answer this research question and sub-questions 
 
 

 

 

This chapter presents the methodological approaches adopted by this research to 

collect data to answer the research question and sub-questions. It will also present the 

targeted sample groups, the criteria for their selection and the ethical considerations taken 

ahead of the fieldwork conducted by the researcher. The approach to data analysis (mixed) 

with explanations and justifications of content and structure of this research is also 

described. Explanations and justifications of the reasoning behind using specific 

approaches will be given in an attempt to make the study more useful, reliable and valid.  
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 Research Methodology  

The methodological approach to data collection adopted by this research is a combination 

of semiotic and ethnographic (see the Introduction). Generally, this type of research 

strategy is a form of triangulation, broadly defined by Denzin (1978: 291) as ‘the 

combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon.’  Multiple viewpoints 

produce accurate findings by collecting different kinds of data for the same phenomenon. 

The reasons for choosing this combination of methodologies (semiotic and ethnographic) 

is because they are consistent with the key terms of this research, which are Arabic 

calligraphy, graphic design, and art and handicrafts policies in Saudi Arabia. This research 

will utilize this combination because it has been shown to be successful in reaching the 

intended results in previous studies; for example, Connery (2006) combines many 

methodologies, such as semiotics and ethnography, to explore the multimodal and graphic 

representation of descriptive text, and the social construction of sequential symbols for two 

kindergarteners acquiring Spanish and English within academic and non-academic 

educational environments. The study of Johannessen and Van Leeuwen (2017) also adopts 

a multimodal approach to examine the materiality of writing, which is only a small part of 

the myriad gestures people make, the practices people engage in, and the media people use 

in the process of trace-making. The volume features contributions from established and 

contemporary scholars from around the world and incorporates a range of methodological 

and theoretical perspectives, from fields such as linguistics, philosophy, psychology of 

perception, design, ethnography and semiotics. Mörner’s (2011) study uses a combination 

of methodological approaches such as ethnography, semiotics and other descriptive and 

textual methods, to examine domestic films from the pre-digital era. Other methodologies 

were excluded from this research, for instance, design methodology, associated with 

particular types of design such as architecture or graphic design and employed in many 
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industries, because this type of methodology is often used in technological fields in 

reference to web design, software or information systems design. 

Semiotic and ethnographic methodologies that will be used in this mixed-

methodology research are discussed in the following sections. 

 

 Semiotics 

As has mentioned earlier in the introduction, semiotics is the appropriate analysis 

methodology for the aims of the current research which focuses on meanings beyond the 

written text (see Section 1.2 for full discussion on semiotics). Semiotic theory enables the 

researcher to explore graphic design and the signification (or, rather, set of significations) 

socially attributed to Arabic calligraphy. Arabic calligraphic designs bear many linguistic, 

spiritual, social and religious meanings and they use graphic design as a new medium to 

develop and spread. However, this new medium shifts the meanings and connotations 

behind Arabic calligraphic designs in different ways in the commercial sector. This means 

that the traditional and already known meanings and connotations of Arabic calligraphic 

designs that have related to the religion of Islam for centuries have started to shift with the 

integration of graphic design. Based on Barthes' theory, the traditional connotation is 

religious, while technology and graphic design adds new connotations and hence changes 

the meanings. This shift of connotation is what this research is investigating. Traditional 

Arabic calligraphic designs, especially when used for Qur'anic verses, Hadiths and phrases 

of wisdom, have two levels of meaning: linguistic and spiritual (see Sections 1.2). 

However, when these traditional designs are used in commercial production, changes 

happen with the signified once Arabic calligraphy is taken out of its spiritual and religious 

context and used as logos or on commercial packaging; new connotations are added. 
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Another reason for selecting semiotic theory as part of the methodology of this 

research is that Arabic calligraphy and graphic design are languages of communication 

between designers or calligraphers and their audience, who view their products; their 

designs are carrying more than one meaning. A number of studies focusing on Arabic 

calligraphy have used semiotics; for example, Osborn (2006)’s study examines multiple 

applications of Arabic script and the relationship linking visual design with written 

communication. Ghasemzadeh et al. (2013) also examines various types of Islamic 

architecture and conducts a semiotic analysis of these works; they have found that Arabic 

calligraphic is the only design that contains an easily understood message in Islamic 

architecture by analysing the meaning of some of the signs and significations.  

The second element of this research's methodology is ethnography, the practice of 

cultural description, to find out how people operate, react and interact in real life. The 

reason for using this element with semiotics is that this gives understanding of connotations 

that relate to signs and symbols that signify Saudi culture and how Saudis interact with 

these signs and their connotations. 

 

 Ethnography  

As this research aims to look into the needs of Saudi calligraphers and designers to sustain 

their handicrafts and designs, it uses the qualitative methodology of ethnography9 because 

it is concerned with studying culture and values, as well as providing an analytical 

description of other cultures (Barbour, 2007). The reason for choosing an ethnographic 

 
9 Ethnography 'emerges from anthropology and is adopted by sociologists' (Naidoo, 2012: 1). Anthropology is the study 
of humans and human behaviour and societies in the past and present. Lévi-Strauss and Layton (1963: 9) refer to 
anthropology as ‘the study of human social and cultural life.' Ethnography is defined as a study of the beliefs, social 
interactions, and behaviours of societies, and includes the participation, description, observation, and interpretation of the 
collected data (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 
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approach is to understand the social life of Saudi Arabia in order to understand the obstacles 

that calligraphers and graphic designers might be faced with to preserve their handicrafts 

and designs. Reeves et al. (2008: 512) claim that the central aim of ethnography ‘is to 

provide rich, holistic insights into people’s views and actions, as well as the nature (that is 

sights, sounds) of the location they inhabit, through the collection of detailed observations 

and interviews'. This research has extensively discussed Saudi Arabia and its social, 

religious, political and economic aspects in the Introduction of this research and in Chapter 

4. 

Also, Arabic calligraphy and some handicrafts appear to have been neglected 

despite the existence of the national strategic plan for the development of handicrafts in 

Saudi Arabia (Vweaah et al., 2006). The duration of implementation of the proposals and 

projects of this strategy is twenty years, beginning in 2007. Only seven years remain to 

obtain satisfactory results in the handicrafts sector. This study follows the same research 

steps as the Saudi national strategy, but only for one of these handicrafts, namely Arabic 

calligraphy, in order to offer a comprehensive description of its current status and a close 

investigation of the reasons for neglecting it, (see the aim of this research and its sub-

questions, in the Introduction). 

The National Strategy for Handicrafts Development in Saudi Arabia (2007) was 

established on the basis of exploring the problems that craftspeople in general faced. This 

was achieved through direct consultation with these artisans (see Section 3.1.1.6) (Al-

Ghabban et al., 2007). The essence of this policy, which aimed to reveal the state of the 

handicrafts industry in the Kingdom, was followed by the researcher, but specifically 

targeting Arabic calligraphers and graphic designers. The researcher spent time with 10 

calligraphers and 10 designers, who were selected randomly, in their studios, observing 

their practices and the conditions in which they were working, and inquired about their 
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needs, what they wanted and what they expected concerning the transition of Arabic 

calligraphy from hand to machine (see Section 1.5). There are many ethnographic studies 

which focus on Saudi culture, such as Altorki (1977), who discusses family organization 

and women's power in urban Saudi Arabian society, and Al-Saggaf et al. (2002), who 

concern themselves with online communities in Saudi Arabia. Al-Saggaf (2004) discusses 

how online communities in Saudi Arabia are affecting offline communities. The results of 

his study indicate that participants gained self-confidence, became open-minded in their 

thinking, more aware of the personal characteristics of individuals within their society and 

less inhibited about the opposite gender. What has been observed from all these studies is 

that religion, language and culture in Saudi Arabia shape people's attitudes, practices, 

behaviours, and the construction of their reality about their lives. 

 

 Methods (Mixed methods) 

This research adopted a mixed-method approach for several reasons. It provides a deeper 

and broader understanding of phenomena, adds value by increasing validity in the findings, 

and helps researchers cultivate ideas for future research (Hurmerinta-Peltomaki and 

Nummela 2006). Furthermore, the use of two or more distinct methods offers comparable 

data which allows verification of the findings (Bouchard, 1976). This approach combines 

qualitative and quantitative methods (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2006). It uses their 

strengths to overcome any gaps or weaknesses in each, taken individually, and it is a more 

flexible approach which uses  different tools to gather and analyse data, without being 

confined to one method or the other (Sale et al., 2002). Creswell’s (2003) ‘Research 

Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches’, and Denzin and 

Lincoln (eds.) (2005) 'Qualitative Research' were used as a point of reference in the 
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selection of optimal methods for data collection and its analysis in this research. Both 

quantitative and qualitative research approaches depend on methods based on hypotheses 

(see the introduction for this research), that determines the questions that need to be 

answered by using appropriate methods (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017).  

 

 Qualitative Approach  

A qualitative approach to data collection usually involves asking and answering questions 

about experience, meaning and perspective, most often from the standpoint of the 

participant. Denzin and Lincoln (2003: 3) define qualitative research as,  

A situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of interpretive, material 

practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the 

world into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings and memos to the self.  

They also describe qualitative research as involving ‘an interpretive naturalistic approach 

to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring 

to them’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005: 3). Kirk and Miller (1986: 9) define qualitative 

research as ‘a particular tradition in social science that fundamentally depends on watching 

people in their own territory and interacting with them in their own language, on their own 

terms.’ At this level, an ethnographic methodology represented by qualitative research is 

the correct method because this research aims to study Saudi culture and Saudi perspectives 

on the status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design. Denzin (2008: 4) states that:  

 

Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical 

materials- case study; personal experience; introspection; life story; interview; artefacts; 
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cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, interactional and visual texts -- that 

describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individual's lives.  

 

In this study, the empirical data was collected through interviews that were recorded face-

to-face, in the interviewees' working spaces, in the Saudi cities of Riyadh, Makkah, Jeddah, 

Madinah and Taif. These cities were chosen as they are the main cities in Saudi Arabia with 

major holy sites and, therefore, exhibit the main public displays of Arabic calligraphy. They 

are also home to the institutions and factories where Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

are taught and produced (see Section 4.4).  

Ethnographic qualitative research enables the researcher to study and understand 

the personal experiences of calligrapher, designer, craftsman and craftswoman in Saudi 

society, as well as their needs and the factors that affect the future of their craft practice. 

As Gable (1994), Kaplan and Duchon (1988), and Lee (1991) explain, ethnography places 

the emphasis on studying an entire culture, tying in notions of ethnicity and geographic 

location. The researcher, therefore, conducted the interviews in order to generate qualitative 

and ethnographic data that permits respondents to express opinions that may not be 

explored in sufficient depth in structured questionnaires (quantitative data) (Cassell and 

Symon 2004). As Silverman (2006: 56) notes: 'The methods used by qualitative researchers 

exemplify a common belief that they can provide a 'deeper' understanding of social 

phenomena than would be obtained from a purely quantitative methodology.' 

Semiotic theory enables the researcher to study the importance of the textual, 

communicational and visual messages for Saudis through graphic and calligraphic 

products, as well as to uncover the meaning behind these messages and their impact on the 

Saudi handicrafts industry. It has also contributed to forming an understanding of 

connotations beyond the signs of popular culture and its semiotic decoding, where words 

and letters are signs that must be interpreted and analysed to discover their meaning 
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(Maasik and Solomon, 1994). 

 

 Sampling and Respondent Selection 

A sample, in a research context, is a portion of a population or universe (Tailor, 2005). The 

sampling strategy in this research was guided by the work of Creswell (2003) and Guba 

and Lincoln (1989). The strategy for selecting the targeted samples was to find different 

people who have experience with the central phenomenon, and also choosing different 

locations that can provide the necessary information (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). 

Therefore, the targeted sample in this research is comprised of calligraphers, graphic 

designers and those who work in governmental and non-governmental organizations in the 

field of arts and handicrafts, dealing with handicrafts at national and international levels. 

The targeted locations were the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage 

(SCTH) in Riyadh and Jeddah; the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts in Riyadh; 

Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival in Riyadh; Souk Okaz in Taif; Kiswa Al-Ka'ba 

factory in Makkah; King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex in Madinah; and non-

governmental institutes that taught Arabic calligraphy or graphic design such as the al-

Kateb Institute in Riyadh, the 'Hands Craft' Charity Association in Makkah, and the Arabic 

Calligraphy Institute for Charity Association in Makkah. The idea behind the chosen 

strategy is that if participants are different from the outset, their views will reflect this 

variety and produce a valid qualitative study (ibid). The criteria for maximizing differences 

in this research are gender, level of schooling, specialization and career. The selection of 

participants was also undertaken bearing in mind the conceptual nature of the study, Saudi 

society, the location of this work, as well as its temporal extent. 

With regards to interview sample size, this research can be considered to fall within 

accepted parameters. Morse (1994) suggests 30-50 interviews for an ethnographic study; 
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according to Ritchie et al. (2003: 84) qualitative samples often 'lie under 50' in general; 

Charmaz (2006: 114), for example, suggests that '25 (participants are) adequate for smaller 

projects'; while Green and Thorogood (2009 [2004]: 120) claim that 'the experience of most 

qualitative researchers is that in interview studies little that is 'new' comes out of transcripts 

after you have interviewed 20 or so people', and the smallest acceptable sample size for any 

interview-based qualitative research is 15 according to Bertaux (1981) and Guest et al. 

(2006).  In this research, 40 individual interviews were conducted, which have been divided 

into three respondent groups: craft educators, calligraphers, and graphic designers. The 

number of respondents in each group depended on the existing respondents whom the 

researcher had already targeted as a result of previous fieldwork.  

The initial fieldwork trip in January 2016 was aimed at familiarizing the researcher 

with the surroundings and the Saudi Arabian context and to determine the places with 

handicrafts activities, enabling contact to be established with the respondents who could 

contribute to this study. Further visits after that, in February and June 2016 and January 

2017, were aimed at collecting data using the research’s qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Five cities were chosen for the research where the interviews were to be 

conducted and questionnaires were distributed: Riyadh, Makkah, Madinah, Jeddah and 

Taif. The reason for selection of these cities in given in Section (4.4). The researcher visited 

these cities and met some of the administrators and organizers of governmental and non-

governmental organizations in the field of handicrafts, as well as Saudi craftspeople 

particularly those working in Arabic calligraphy and graphic designer. Before interviews 

took place, they were provided with the information sheet explaining the aim of the project. 

The researcher also informed respondents about the study details and gave assurance of the 

ethical principles of this research, such as anonymity and confidentiality, and asked them 

to sign, if they agreed, the consent form. This helped to give the respondents some idea of 
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what to expect from the interview, as well as increasing the likelihood of honesty (Britten, 

2007). The sample selected consists of 40 participants, divided into three groups: 

- 10 Calligraphers: four owners of advertising agencies or outdoor sign shops and 

six public school art teachers with more than fifteen years of experience each. The 

interviewees were located in Riyadh, Jeddah, Madinah and Makkah. 

- 10 Graphic designers; four owners of advertising agencies, one Art graduate who 

had become a graphic designer by practicing or training in graphic courses and five of them 

university staff with more than five years of experience each. Interviews were conducted 

in Jeddah, Makkah and Taif cities. 

- 20 Administrators and organizers of governmental (10 participants) and non-

governmental (10 participants) organizations concerned with handicrafts and arts. 

Interviews were conducted in the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage 

(SCTH) at their branches in Riyadh and Jeddah; Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and 

Arts in Riyadh; Kiswa Al-Ka'ba factory in Makkah; King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing 

Complex in Madinah; non-governmental institutes that taught Arabic calligraphy or 

graphic design in the al-Kateb Institute in Riyadh, the 'Hands Craft' Charity Association in 

Makkah and the Arabic Calligraphy Institute for Charity Association in Makkah. 

The interviews were conducted at the participants’ work places. Forty interviews 

were recorded, then transcribed as individual text files. These interviews will be cited 

throughout the data analysis and conclusion, as individual documents for examination, 

which were collated in alphabetical order with the date and place of the initial interview. 

The questions were translated into Arabic because the participants were Arabic-speakers 

based in Saudi Arabia. The interviewees' responses were translated into English by the 

researcher. 
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 Interview Techniques 

An interview is described as an in-depth conversation between two or more persons and is 

one of the most effective tools for data collection (Hancock et al., 2001). Interviews 

(individual or group) are one of the most common methods of data collection used in 

qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The purpose of the interview is to explore the views, 

experiences, beliefs and/or motivations of individuals on specific matters (ibid.). The 

qualitative approach allowed the collection of relevant and reliable data from the 

participants due to the nature of the relationship established between interviewer and 

interviewee (King, 1994). 

There are three fundamental types of research interview: structured, semi-structured 

and unstructured (open-ended interview) (Britten, 2007). The latter is most common in 

qualitative research (Noaks and Wincup, 2004). An unstructured interview does not use 

any fixed format; however, the interviewer may have a few planned questions prepared 

beforehand (Hancock et al., 2001). Unstructured interviews flow like an everyday 

conversation and tend to be informal and open-ended (ibid.). The second type, structured 

is a personal interview using a set of pre-questions (ibid.), presented as a survey. The third 

type, semi-structured, asks a pre-determined set of open questions (ibid.). These prompt 

discussion, allow respondents to discuss and raise issues and particular themes and/or 

provoke further responses (Silverman, 2006). 

The goal of qualitative interviews is to approach the research topic from the 

perspective of the interviewee (Cassell and Symon, 2004). Qualitative researchers usually 

conduct semi- structured interviews that employ a number of open-ended questions based 

on the topic areas that the researcher wants to cover (Hancock et al., 2001). Unstructured 

interviews, tending to be more improvised, allow respondents to express themselves freely 

and not be restricted by one way of answering.  
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In this research, unstructured and semi-structured interviews were conducted. 

starting with open questions (unstructured), followed by semi-structured questions where 

the topics were more difficult or sensitive. Both types of interviews used open-ended 

questions with a focus on 'specific situations and action sequences in the world of the 

interviewee' rather than general opinions, as per Britten (2007), with the aims of gathering 

detailed information and ensuring that relevant issues were discussed. The unstructured and 

semi-structured interviews conducted covered a range of topics such as economics, 

organization, social awareness, education, technology, modern design and the creative 

industry. These were based on a clear and detailed plan, which guided the discussion, 

addressing the focus and goal of the interviews: to uncover the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in Saudi Arabia and to understand the overlaps between 

them in terms of shape, goal, identity, visual communication, and meaning beyond their 

messages. Unstructured interviews, however, were not determined by any particular 

protocol; instead, they allowed the respondents to focus on issues of importance to them, 

but within the scope of this study. The flexibility of these semi-structured interviews 

allowed the researcher to gather more data using set questions designed to trigger 

discussion, as opposed to being a form of verbal questionnaire (Fontana and Frey,1994). 

However, the researcher ensured that the discussion did not divert from the issues under 

consideration. Appendix 1 lists questions that were asked to cover the relevant issues, 

namely: the effects of organizational, financial, educational, social awareness and 

technological factors to support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia; 

the role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy; the interviewee’s opinion about the 

integration of traditional calligraphy with modern graphic design; the use of online social 

networking platforms to illustrate the importance of Arabic calligraphy; their opinion in 

relation to maintaining and developing Arabic calligraphy, especially within the younger 
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generations of  Saudis; the role of Saudi media in the dissemination and marketing of 

Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia; the role of training courses to teach Arabic calligraphy 

and graphic design and combining them in designs; the role of Saudi governmental and 

non-governmental art organizations in supporting artists and calligraphers; the focus on 

Arabic calligraphy in art events and festivals such as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz; the turnout 

of both genders attending courses of Arabic calligraphy; the role of heritage museums and 

art galleries in Saudi Arabia in focusing on Arabic calligraphy and the percentage of people 

from both genders who are participating in the annual competitions of Arabic calligraphy. 

The questions depended on the professional background of the participants and were asked 

when the discussion allowed rather than in any specific order. The interviews were carried 

out while the respondents were at work, giving them time to answer the questions in detail. 

There were three distinct groups of participants; each was asked different 

questions10. Calligraphers were questioned about their perceptions of the current role of 

organizational, financial, educational, social awareness, and technological factors to 

support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia. Graphic designers were 

asked about their perceptions towards the status of graphic design in Saudi Arabia in terms 

of:  a field of art and design; the integration of traditional calligraphy with contemporary 

graphic design; the role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy and the relationship 

between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative industries, such as in 

advertising and designing logos. The administrators and organizers were asked questions 

which focused on issues of Arabic handicrafts and calligraphy in Saudi Arabia: the current 

status of handicrafts; the popularity of calligraphy as a craft; the role of governmental and 

non-governmental artistic organizations in supporting calligraphy and calligraphers; the 

role of artistic and trade events such as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz (both open markets for 

 
10 See Appendix 1 
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handicrafts) in promoting and sustaining calligraphy and the role of heritage museums and 

art galleries in focusing on it. 

 

 Limitations 

As a female researcher, it was challenging to carry out research in a patriarchal country and 

work environment. It was difficult at the beginning to find interested people who would 

contribute to this research and agree to give an interview, either because of their lack of 

time or unwillingness to take part. In Saudi Arabia there are restrictions on how and where 

female researchers can collect data. They do not enjoy the same level of freedom and access 

to work as men do; for example, some of the government offices, non-government 

institutions, Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts (SASCA), the Kiswa Al-Ka'ba 

factory, King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex are de facto male-only areas, so it is 

difficult to enter the building to conduct the interviews inside. This study required both 

female and male participants -- calligraphers, designers and administrators of governmental 

and non-governmental organizations -- to offer as much information as possible from 

different perspectives to provide answers to the research questions. To overcome this 

obstacle, the researcher conducted the interviews in the proximity of these venues rather 

than on the premises themselves.  

 

 Coding in qualitative research 

Coding is defined as the analytic process through which ‘data are fractured, conceptualised, 

and integrated to form theory’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 3). Coding consists of naming 

and categorising data once collected and its purpose in this research is to transform the data 

into a form suitable for computer-aided analysis. Given that this research has used mixed 
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methods for collecting and analysing data, two different types of coding based on 

qualitative and quantitative methods were used.  

In qualitative research, coding is 'how you define what the data you are analysing 

are about' (Gibbs, 2007). Coding is a process of identifying a part in the text or other data 

items (image, memos and audio), searching and identifying concepts and then finding 

relations between them (ibid.). Memos are notes that the researcher writes during the 

research process or immediately after data collection to elaborate on ideas about the data 

and the coded categories (Creswell, 2002). A qualitative approach (interviews) can be 

coded by going through three steps that help to facilitate this process; reading through the 

data; categorizing the data into codes and using memos for clarification and interpretation 

(Stuckey, 2015). The process of coding in the qualitative approach of this research has been 

done by using NVIVO 12., a software program that supports qualitative and mixed methods 

research. The researcher has used interview coding and data entry with the help of a 

statistician at Middlesex University. 

 

 Quantitative Approach  

To compensate for the limitations of using the qualitative approach alone, a quantitative 

approach should also be used as part of a mixed-method approach (Creswell, 2003). The 

quantitative approach is the process of collecting, analysing, interpreting, and writing the 

results of a study (Creswell, 2003). It also involves numerical data and measurement, thus 

emphasising frequencies and statistics, and requiring data to be collected and expressed in 

numbers (Struwig and Stead, 2001). Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 179) describe it as ‘the 

approach that yields quantitative information that can be summarised through statistical 

analysis.’ 
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This research used questionnaires as a quantitative data collection tool. Two types 

were used: an online questionnaire for the pre-pilot survey and a paper-pencil questionnaire 

for the pilot survey and actual survey. There are several reasons for using these types of 

questionnaires: they are relatively easy to analyse and simple to administer; their format is 

familiar to most respondents; they are simple and quick, employing multi-choice questions; 

they can be sent to a large number of people, saving time and money; they can be distributed 

and collected in a standardized way and they can be used for sensitive topics that 

participants may feel uncomfortable speaking about during an interview (Wright, 2005). 

Before designing the questionnaire draft for the final survey, there are many key elements 

that need to be considered (Williams, 2003), such as:  

i. initial conceptualization (this includes defining the research questions and 

study population, deciding how the questionnaire will be administered, 

formulating the questions, formulating the responses, and designing the 

layout of the questionnaire);  

ii. pre-pilot (decide on the questions and layout);  

iii. pilot study (test validity, reliability and acceptability);  

iv. design of the coding scheme, using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences), a statistical software tool which helps editing and analysing 

quantitative data (Hinton et al., 2014). This tool is similar to the Excel 

workbook but there are some differences. Using SPSS, the data is arranged 

in rows and columns of a grid in a spreadsheet and can be manipulated and 

used in the calculations afterwards (ibid.); 

v. printing the final questionnaire. 

 Figure 137 and Table 6 explains the use of these key elements in this research. 
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Figure 137.  The structural process of the questionnaire 
(Designed by the researcher.) 
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The process of the questionnaire structure as applied to my 
research 

1 Initial 

Conceptualization 
In the fieldwork stage (2016-2017), the specific objectives 

and structure of the questionnaire survey were identified and 

refined over a period of two months. The initial 

conceptualization had two broad aims; firstly, to investigate 

the status of Arabic calligraphy as a handicraft in Saudi Arabia 

and what can affect it in order to promote and preserve the 

craft; secondly, to analyse the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design, as well as any overlaps that 

may lie between them, and to gauge the suitability and the 

acceptance of merging them to people in Saudi Arabia. 

Further, the initial research conceptualization was presented 

as being open to revision and change, in light of the 

researcher’s unfolding insights and direction of thought. 

2 Pre-pilot ‘Pre-pilot’ represents an exploratory first step, using a smaller 

sample compared to a pilot survey, to validate the 

questionnaire sample (Williams, 2003), determine the target 

groups, identify key areas for investigation and test the layout 

to ensure that people can navigate their way easily through the 

questionnaire (ibid.). A total of ten discussions -- some of 

them by phone and emails -- were conducted with groups of 

different ages (between 21 and 41+) and genders. These 

included calligraphers, designers, art and design students, and 

organizers of handicrafts. The exploratory purpose of these 

unstructured discussions was to cover a wide range of issues 

related to this research, to evaluate the feasibility, time, cost, 

possible adverse events and effective size (statistical 

variability) to be ultimately used in a larger scale study. 

The large quantity of information collected from these 

discussions informed the researcher’s focus on the five factors 

in the questionnaire survey (organization, education, finance, 

society and technology) that affect Arabic calligraphy and 
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11 See questions in Appendix 2. 
12 See Appendix 3A and 3B. 

graphic design in Saudi Arabia. However, the differences and 

multiple possible answers that were raised during the pre-pilot 

discussions resulted in a lengthy questionnaire with many 

sections and options that needed data curtailment in order to 

focus on achieving the objectives. 

The pre-pilot discussions provided a framework for 

the main areas of investigation and also highlighted the type 

and variety of categories that might be offered for particular 

multiple-choice questions.11 

3 Pilot A pilot survey is a strategy used to test the questionnaire using 

a smaller sample compared to the sample size of an actual 

survey (Williams, 2003). The pilot study is a crucial stage of 

the preliminary work; it tests the final structure of the large 

group scale questionnaire (ibid). The pilot survey was to be 

conducted in Saudi Arabia, so the questionnaire was written 

in English 12translated into Arabic and the findings translated 

into English. The objectives of the pilot survey were to assess:  

firstly, how people received the questionnaire in different 

contexts; secondly, how effective the wording and structure 

of the questionnaire was; thirdly, what constituted the most 

successful strategies to persuade individuals to co-operate and 

complete a questionnaire and, finally, how many responses, 

within what timescale, could be expected so that a realistic 

target of completed questionnaires could be established for the 

actual survey. This stage can be summarized as follows, also 

applying to the actual survey stage: 

- Distribution strategies and reception of questionnaire 

- Response rate and target for the final survey 

- Clarifying and narrowing the focus 

- Wording and structure of the questionnaire 

- Survey Administration 

- Methods of questionnaire distribution 
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13 See Appendix 3A and 3B. 

- Sample profile 

3.1 Distribution 

strategies and 

reception of 

questionnaire 

There are a variety of strategies for administering 

questionnaire surveys: the post, the Internet, telephone or 

face-to face contact (Williams, 2003). Distribution through 

the Internet was used at the pre-pilot stage because of the 

geographical distance involved; however, this strategy was 

unsuitable for the large-scale final questionnaires. Instead, 

distribution in person was used during the fieldwork (2016-

2017) in Saudi Arabia. In the pilot survey, a total of 50 

questionnaires 13were distributed to people in terms of age 

(between 21 and 41 years old) and gender; 20 were returned 

(11 male and 9 female), after some effort encouraging people 

to complete them. 

3.2 Response rate 

and target for 

the final survey 

 

The pilot study was successful in obtaining a research sample 

that reflected various ages and both genders. For example, of 

the 20 questionnaires returned, 30% were completed by male 

participants and 70% by females; the age-groups ranged from 

21-30 (40%), 31-40 (37%), and 41+ (23%). Though it was 

small scale, this pilot study provided an opportunity to 

consider the effectiveness and purpose of the questionnaire 

from very different perspectives: ages and gender.  

Face-to-face contact was the effective strategy used in 

the actual survey, although it was not always guaranteed that 

people would be willing to participate. However, the 

community organizations still comprised the most cost-

effective avenue for reaching and eliciting responses from a 

significant number of people; for instance, the questionnaires 

were distributed at two annual open market trade events in two 

cities in Saudi Arabia, organised by the Saudi Commission for 

Tourism and National Heritage, the Jenadriyah Heritage and 

Cultural Festival in Riyadh and the Souk Okaz in Taif. They 

were also distributed in the Saudi Scientific Association of 
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14 See Appendix 3A and 3B. 
15 See Appendix 4 A and 4B. 

Arabic calligraphy in Makkah, and Taif University. The size 

of the target group for the final questionnaire in this survey 

was between 100 to 150 people including employees, 

unemployed and students. Some differences in these figures 

were likely in the actual survey, but, based on the pilot study, 

the estimated sample size that could be expected was 

approximately 66%, i.e. 100 of the 150 questionnaires would 

be returned completed.  This group would be similar in size to 

the study by Alfi et al. (1993), mentioned earlier in Section 

1.7). 

3.3 Clarifying and 

narrowing the 

focus 

The 20 responses from the pilot questionnaires were not 

enough to make any reliable conclusions, but helped to 

consider for the first time the contribution and value of each 

question for the research objectives. After the pilot study 

stage, the researcher realized that the initial draft had lacked 

focus and took a long time to answer because of the number 

of questions and the design 14Thus, the questions used in the 

actual survey were fewer and more focussed.15 

3.4 Wording and 

structure of 

questionnaire 

The questionnaires were designed as brochures. Appendix 3 

(A and B) shows a pilot questionnaire model, while Appendix 

4 (A and B) shows a questionnaire model for the actual survey 

stage and how its questions are more focused and structured 

than the original.  Statistical limits according to the measure 

of Likert were used throughout (see Section 4.3.2). Likert 

scale is an ordered scale from which respondents choose one 

option that best aligns with their view towards any object or 

on any issue varied along the same underlying negative-to-

positive dimension (Likert, 1932; Brown, 2011). It is a five 

(or seven) point scale, often used on survey forms to help 

people answer complex questions and measure their feelings 

about something (see Section 5.3.3). The questionnaires (both 

pilot and actual survey) were made up of 6 main sections, 
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16 See Appendix 3A, 3B, 4A and 4B. 

consisting of five sections of closed questions and a final 

section of open and closed questions, but the number of their 

questions was different.16 

Section A; consists of ten questions focusing on the 

importance of Arabic calligraphy and its traditional and 

modern products that combine with graphic design, and the 

role of Saudi Arabia in reviving this craft. The multi-choice 

options provided based on Likert scale, are: very high - high - 

medium - poor - very poor. 

Section B; consists of five questions focusing on the 

current role of the five factors in Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabia: management and regulation - financial support - 

education - social awareness - technology.  The multi-choice 

options provided, based on the Likert scale, are: 10%-20%, 

30%-40%, 50%-60%, 70%-80%, 90%, and 100%. 

Section C; consists of ten statements that focus on the 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

and their role in Saudi Arabian culture and its creative 

industries, and the sustainability of Arabic calligraphy in light 

of advances in technology and the machine vs. human 

discussion. The multi-choice options provided, based on the 

Likert scale, are: strongly agree - agree - neutral - disagree - 

strongly disagree. 

Section D; consists of ten phrases that need to be 

arranged in order of precedence from top to bottom and 

revolve around the needs of Arabic calligraphy to receive 

local and global attention. 

Section E; consists of ten supportive 

elements/platforms focusing on promoting the relationship 

between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative 

industry. The multi-choice options provided are: high 

importance - average - low importance. 
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Section F; consists of 3 parts:  

Part 1) the participants are asked to rewrite the words يبر لقو 

ًاملع يندز  by using two different styles of Arabic 

calligraphy (providing modern and traditional 

calligraphic pens); 

Part 2) the participants are asked to evaluate their own 

calligraphy. The multi-choice options provided based 

on the Likert scale, are: excellent - good - fair - bad - 

very bad; 

Part 3) the participants are asked to expand on their self-

evaluations, giving reasons and whether they are 

positive or negative (open question). 

3.5 Survey 

Administration 

 

The distribution of the questionnaire during the pilot stage 

was done in a one-month period. The actual survey stage was 

achieved in two periods: February to March 2016 and June to 

August 2016, conducted by the researcher, with three Saudi 

assistants. In the initial stages of the distribution, the 

researcher arranged appointments with larger community 

organizations that required permission to access their building 

i.e Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival in Riyadh and 

Souk Okaz in Taif, the Saudi Commission for Tourism and 

National Heritage in Riyadh, the Saudi Scientific Association 

of Arabic Calligraphy in Makkah, and Taif University. The 

researcher approached possible participants (Saudi citizens) to 

tell them about this research, explain what they would be 

required to do, ask them if they would be willing to complete 

a questionnaire and encourage them to complete one. 

Respondents were given the choice of completing the 

questionnaire alone (self-completion) or to complete it face-

to-face with the researcher’s help, when they could get 

assistance and ask for clarification if needed, also provide 

them with the necessary supplies such as pencils and 

calligraphic pens. 
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3.6 Methods of 

questionnaire 

distribution 

 

Unlike the pre-pilot stage, governmental and non-

governmental community organizations and trade events in 

Saudi Arabia were the most effective way for accessing 

respondents, where individuals could be invited to take part in 

the face-to-face survey. For example, in Jenadriyah Heritage 

and Cultural Festival in Riyadh and Souk Okaz in Taif, people 

were simply approached directly and asked if they had time to 

fill in a questionnaire: to complete it and bring it back later, or 

to have the distributor write down their answers. Also, some 

craftspeople, calligraphers and designers were asked if they 

were willing to complete the questionnaires. Finally, some 

responses were obtained at the end of the events. At Taif 

University, the researcher asked students and some of the 

lecturers in the Art and Design department to complete the 

questionnaires after giving them a short brief about the 

research survey. Similarly, in the Saudi Commission for 

Tourism and National Heritage and the Saudi Scientific 

Association of Arabic Calligraphy, employees were invited to 

complete in the questionnaires after giving them a short brief 

about the research survey. 

3.7 Sample profile 

 
There are two types of selection sample techniques: 

probability and non-probability sampling (Etikan et al., 2016). 

In a probability sampling each element in the population has 

a known non-zero chance of being selected through the use of 

a random selection procedure (ibid.). In contrast, 

randomization is not important in a non-probability sampling 

technique, where samples are gathered in a process that does 

not give all the participants or units in the population equal 

chance of being included (ibid.). This study has used a 

probability sampling technique (random selection). The intent 

of this sampling technique is to choose individuals that are 

representative of the Saudi population. The population of 

Saudi Arabia is too large to attempt a survey of each citizen. 
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Therefore, in the actual survey, the researcher selected 

samples from the Saudi public in Jenadriyah Heritage and 

Cultural Festival in Riyadh and Souk Okaz in Taif, students 

and lecturers in the Art and Design department in Taif 

University and some employees at the Saudi Scientific 

Association of Arabic Calligraphy in Makkah. The survey 

sample was of 150 adults of different ages, ranging from 21 

years old to 41+ years old. The survey achieved an acceptable 

cross-section of the populations with respect to gender and 

age, with approximately an equal number of male and female 

respondents. Overall, with respect to age, the 20-30 age group 

was by far the largest and comprised 41% of the sample 

compared to the middle (31-40) 32% and the older age groups 

(41+) 27%. Therefore, the comparisons by age need to be 

done with caution due to this profile. 

4 Design coding scheme As Williams (2003: 9) states, 'coding is the process of 

converting questionnaire data into meaningful categories to 

facilitate analysis'. The quantitative approach (questionnaire), 

can be: a) pre-coded, a process of assigning codes to expected 

answers of the questionnaire; b) field-coded, a process of 

assigning codes as soon as data is available during fieldwork; 

c) post-coded, the coding of open questions; and d) office-

coded, done after the fieldwork (Driscoll et al., 2007). The 

coding process allowed the researcher to enter data directly 

from the questionnaire into the database program SPSS 

(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) used in this 

research for editing and analysing the quantitative data. This 

software was used because it is one of the most popular 

statistical packages, which can generate tabulated reports, 

charts and plots of distributions and trends, descriptive 

statistics and conduct complex statistical analyses. The 

questionnaire in the actual survey had three different types of 

questions; each requiring varying degrees of thought when 
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Table 6. The structural process of the questionnaire  
(Table designed by the researcher) 

 

 

 

 
 

  Survey Host Cities 

Figure 138 shows the five main cities in Saudi Arabia that the data of this study was 

collected from during the fieldwork in 2016-2017:  

(1) Riyadh is the capital and largest city of the Kingdom, located in the centre of 

the country, with a population of approximately 6.1 millionxxvi (General Authority for 

Statistics, 2017). The city was chosen because it is considered the most important industrial, 

commercial, educational and cultural city in Saudi Arabia. Its importance for this research 

also comes from the Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival, held there every year. 

(2) Makkah, as the home of Ka’ba (the House of God), the al-Haram mosque and 

the final destiny of the Hajj pilgrimage, can be considered as the capital city of Islam. It is 

located in the Hejaz area in the west of Saudi Arabia with a population of approximately 

two millionxxvi. The number of Muslim visitors can more than quadruple the population of 

identifying the best coding frame. Questions that require the 

respondent to tick only one box are the most straightforward 

to code; questions that require the respondent to tick more 

than one box have to be coded in such a way that each box 

becomes a separate question; the few open-ended questions 

have to be coded manually (ibid.). The researcher had already 

tested the coding scheme and data entry process during the 

pilot study, with the help of a statistician at Middlesex 

University, to avoid facing problems in coding data from the 

actual survey. 
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Makkah every year during the Hajj (the great pilgrimage to Makkah) and Umrah (the non-

mandatory lesser pilgrimage to Makkah) xxvi. Makkah was chosen because of the al-Haram 

mosque, which has Islamic and artistic designs and Arabic calligraphic designs carved on 

its interior and exterior walls. Also, Arabic calligraphy workshops are held inside the 

mosque. It is also the location of the Kiswa Al-Ka'ba factory, which employs the most 

talented calligraphers to design creative designs for the Kiswa's fabric (see Section 3.1.5.1). 

Additionally, it is home to the Saudi Scientific Association of Arabic Calligraphy, part of 

Umm Al-Qura University.   

(3) Madinah is the second Islamic city, located in the west of Saudi Arabia, with a 

population of approximately 1.4 millionxxvi. The number of Muslim visitors is similar to the 

number received by Makkah every year. This city was chosen because the Prophet's 

Mosque, which has Islamic and artistic designs and Arabic calligraphic designs on its walls, 

is located there. The King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex (see Section 3.1.5.2), 

which employs many of the best calligraphers, is also located in this city. 

(4) Jeddah, also located in the west of the country, is the largest seaport on the Red 

Sea and the second-largest city in Saudi Arabia, with a population of approximately 4.1 

millionxxvi. It is an important commercial hub with many calligraphers and graphic 

designers working there and hosts many art exhibitions. 

(5) Finally, Taif is a city in the same province as Makkah, in the west of Saudi 

Arabia, with a population of approximately 1.2 millionxxvi. This city was chosen because it 

is the unofficial summer capital city of the country, full of tourists due to its proximity to 

Makkah. The number of tourists increases its population to 3.5 million during the summer 

and Umra and Hajj pilgrimagesxxvi. It also has the Souk Okaz, an open-air market for 

traditional handicrafts. Souk Okaz was the largest and best-known market in pre-Islamic 

times (Ahamed, 2018); today it is a popular tourist destination (ibid.). 
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Figure 138. Map of Saudi Arabia, with the five cities selected for this research  
(Designed by the researcher) 

 

 

 

 

 Data Collection  

Collecting data is a procedure used to address research questions and it needs to fit the type  

of mixed-method design chosen for that study (Creswell, 2005). A concurrent procedure  

has been used for data collection, in which both the quantitative and qualitative data were 

collected at the same time during the fieldwork in 2016-2017. 

Data collection, issues of mixed-method data analysis (qualitative and quantitative) 

and data validation were guided by the works of Johnson et al. (2007); Guba and Lincoln 
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(1989); Denzin and Lincoln (eds.) (2005); Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2006); and Johnson 

and Christensen (2019). Research design and closer analysis of approaches were indicated 

by Creswell (2003); Flick (2002); and Yin (2009). This research began by collecting 

empirical material followed by its analysis (fieldwork data, 2016-2017). This comprised 

two stages: data from the primary research stage informed searches for secondary data.  

Four steps were followed for the process of data collection in this research. (see 

Table 7). The research question and sub-questions were at the core of each phase and helped 

the researcher focus the searches, collection and analysis. 

 

 

 

 
Table 7. The phases of the process of data collection in this research 

 

No. Steps for the process 

of research 

Qualitative data collection Quantitative data 

collection 

1 Sampling procedures - Targeted sampling strategies 

- Small number of participants  

- Random sampling 

- Large number of 

participants 

2 Permissions - From individuals providing access to locations/buildings 

- Institutional review boards /Individuals 

3 Sources of data collected - Open-ended interviews 

- Audio-visual materials 

- Public documents 

- Instruments 

- Checklists 

4 Forms of recording the 

data 

- Interview protocols 

- Notes 

- Questionnaire 

 

5 Activities involved in 

administering data 

collection 

- Attending to fieldwork issues 

- Attending to ethical issues 
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 Ethical Considerations  

This research has followed academic principles and codes of ethics. According to Bell and 

Bryman (2007), there are ten important ethical principles that need consideration: (1) 

research participants should not be subjected to harm in any way whatsoever; (2) respect 

for the dignity of research participants should be prioritized; (3) full consent should be 

obtained from the participants prior to the study; (4) the protection of the privacy of 

research participants has to be ensured; (5) an adequate level of confidentiality of the 

research data should be ensured; (6) anonymity of individuals and organizations 

participating in the research should be ensured; (7) any deception or exaggeration about the 

aims and objectives of the research must be avoided; (8) affiliations in any forms, sources 

of funding, as well as any possible conflicts of interests have to be declared; (9) any type 

of communication in relation to the research should be done with honesty and transparency;  

(10) any type of misleading information, as well as representation of primary data findings 

in a biased way must be avoided. 

To address these ethical considerations, this research has followed the Middlesex 

University Code of Practice for Research. 17This code respects the privacy, confidentiality 

and anonymity of participants and ensures that they take part in the study voluntarily and 

have the right to withdraw at any stage if they wish to do so. Moreover, their participation 

is on the basis of informed consent without the exercise of any pressure or coercion. It 

highlights the need to avoid the use of offensive and unacceptable language in the 

formulation of questions of the questionnaire and interviews. Furthermore, the works of 

other authors used in any part of this thesis are acknowledged with the use of the Harvard 

 
17 See Appendix 6. 
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referencing system, the UK Data Protection Act (2018) is honoured, and this is an 

independent and impartial research study.   

 

 Data Analysis Methods  

A large volume of textual and audio data was collected during the fieldwork in Saudi Arabia 

(2016-2017) in the form of interviews, interview notes and questionnaires in Arabic 

language (covered later). The qualitative and quantitative data will be analysed separately 

in Sections (4.5.2.1 and 4.5.2.2). The methods adopted by this study to carry out these 

analyses are discussed in the following sections. 

 

 Qualitative Data Analysis Methods 

Qualitative data is made up of words, observations, images and even symbols, so it is 

difficult to derive absolute meaning from them. Many qualitative researchers believe that 

the method of constant comparative analysis is the only way to analyse qualitative data 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967); however, Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2006) mention several 

additional qualitative data analysis techniques: keywords-in-context; word count; classical 

content analysis; domain analysis; taxonomic analysis; and componential analysis. In 

addition, cross-case analyses are also a class of data analytical techniques (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). This research uses content analysis, one of the most common methods 

to analyse qualitative data, used to analyse responses from interviewees. It may also be 

used to analyse documented information in the form of texts and media (Marks and 

Yardley, 2004). 

In this research, qualitative data analysis and preparation stages are conducted in 

parallel and include the following steps: 
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Ø Familiarization with the data by reading it several times, since most qualitative data 

is in word form, followed by identifying basic observations or patterns. 

Ø Revisiting research objectives and identifying the questions that can be answered 

through the collected data. 

Ø Developing a framework by coding or indexing broad ideas, concepts, behaviours, 

or phrases such as age, gender, socio-economic status, and even concepts such as 

the positive or negative response to a question. As shown in Section (4.3.1.4), the 

coding process is helpful in structuring and labelling the data. 

Ø Identifying themes and connections after the coding process, and looking for the 

most common responses to questions, identifying data or patterns that can answer 

the research question and sub-questions. 

 

 Quantitative Data Analysis Methods 

The two most commonly used quantitative data analysis methods are descriptive statistics 

and inferential statistics (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2006). Descriptive statistics is the first 

level of analysis, which helps to summarize the data and find patterns therein (ibid.). 

Descriptive analysis also provides absolute numbers that can be used to compute 

measurements of central tendency (e.g., mean, median, mode), measurements of 

variability/dispersion (range, standard deviation), measurements of position/location (e.g., 

percentile rank, z-score), and measurements of distributional shape (i.e., skewness, 

kurtosis) (ibid). Contrastingly, inferential statistics are complex analyses that show the 

relationship between several different variables, rather than describing a single variable; 

they are used to go beyond absolute values to understand the relationships between 

variables (ibid.). There are three types of inferential statistics: correlation (this procedure is 
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used to describe the relationship between two variables); regression (used to show the 

relationship between two variables); and analysis of variance (which tests the degree to 

which two or more groups vary or differ in an experiment) (ibid.). In this research, 

qualitative data is analysed by using both methods; firstly, descriptive statistics are used for 

each single variable, then inferential statistics are used to find the relationship between 

several different variables (see Sections 5.3.4.1and 5.4.1). This research uses the SPSS 

program to edit and analyse quantitative data and present the results visually in tables (see 

Section 4.3.2). 

 Concluding Remarks  

To sum up, the data analysis is conducted in two stages: the first to reread the textual data, 

convert audio data gathered into texts and translate transcripts; and the second is coding the 

data so they can be retrieved anytime to support the argument of this thesis. In Chapter five, 

data is analysed where only very related contents are considered and any external 

components not directly relevant to the research question and sub-questions are ignored. 

For the data analysis, a mixed-analysis approach was chosen, based on the mixed 

methodologies in this research mentioned earlier (semiotic and ethnographic) (see Sections 

4.2.1 and 4.2.2). Mixed analysis involves the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

analytical techniques within the same framework: either of the qualitative or quantitative 

strands of analysis might be given priority or approximately equal priority as a result of a 

priori decision or decisions that emerge during the study (Benge et al., 2010). In this 

research, both qualitative and quantitative data are treated equally in their importance in 

providing sufficient data to meet the aims of this current study. 
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Chapter 5 -  Data Analysis 

 Introduction 

Findings presented in this chapter come from two main sources collected during the 

fieldwork (2016-2017) in Saudi Arabia. The first source comprised responses to written 

questionnaires completed by 100 participants from the Saudi general public. These 

questionnaires were distributed in the Jenadriyah Heritage and Cultural Festival, Riyadh; 

Souk Okaz, Taif, the Saudi Scientific Association of Arabic Calligraphy, Makkah, and Taif 

University. The second source consisted of formal interviews, conducted in several cities, 

with three groups of professionals: calligraphers, graphic designers, and governmental and 

non-governmental organisers in the field of art and design. The researcher took notes during 

the interviews, which were also audio-recorded.  

The aim of this chapter is to provide appropriate responses, based on the analysis 

findings, to the research question and sub-questions (see Section the Introduction). The data 

analyses have been conducted by using a mixed methods approach, as discussed in 

Methodology (see Chapter 4). The findings presented in this chapter come from two main 

sources which support each other: qualitative and quantitative data analysis, which has been 

conducted in two steps. The first was to reread, consolidate and assimilate the data gathered 

into transcripts (questionnaires and interviews); and the second was to code the data 

(manually or by auto-coding) for it to be easily retrieved at a later date. 

The qualitative data analysis of interviews with professional Arabic calligraphers 

and graphic designers will be presented first, followed by quantitative analysis of 
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questionnaires from the general public in Saudi Arabia. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the findings of these analyses. 

 

 Qualitative Data Analysis and Findings 

The interviews were used in qualitative data collection, as discussed in Section (4.3.1). 

Carried out during the fieldwork in 2016-2017 in Saudi Arabia, they were conducted with 

three different groups (Saudi citizens) divided according to their specializations: 

calligraphers (10 individuals); graphic designers (10 individuals) and organisers working 

in governmental and non-governmental organisations concerned with arts and handicrafts 

(20 individuals). Within each group there was a range of ages and both genders. During the 

analysis of the data, the researcher did not find significant differences between male and 

female responses, nor in the different age categories. Therefore, the focus will be on Arabic 

calligraphy in general, without any differentiation between gender or age category. This 

confirms Rehab's study (1984), showing that gender is not a factor in learning or teaching 

Arabic calligraphy. However, the researcher suggests that separate future researches be 

conducted, highlighting the differences in response among these categories. 

The NVIVO 12. program was used for analysing the textual data extracted from the 

interviews to reduce the large amount of data collected, determine redundancies, omit less 

relevant materials, clarify ambiguous or contradictory data, and construct categories or 

themes based upon concepts revealed by the data, (see Section 4.5.2.1). For instance, Figure 

139 the frequencies of words and important themes discussed during the interviews with 

the participants in the fieldwork (2016-2017). The larger and darker words in the figure are 

the most frequent words in the interviews, while the smaller words are the less frequent. 

Data collected were analysed based on the occupational groups that were 

interviewed, taking into account the ethnographic methods when obtaining the information 
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related to their work, their craft and the culture of Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the data analysis 

starts with understanding how data varies among participants with different backgrounds 

(education/training). For example, craftspeople spoke about the struggling markets in 

which they worked, and the need of handicrafts training, production, media and marketing 

for both sexes, graphic designers focused more on the great impact of advertising and media 

tools, while organisers spoke of the difficulties faced when trying to contact craftspeople, 

calligraphers and designers. Only calligraphers talked extensively about the effects of the 

five factors on Arabic calligraphy (organisational, financial, educational, social awareness, 

technological – (see Section 3.4) 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure 139. The frequencies of words and important themes discussed during interviews with the participants 

during fieldwork (2016-2017), generated by the NVIVO 12. program (Interviews, February/June 2016)  
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  Findings from the Calligraphers’ Group 

The third and fourth research questions (see Sections 1.6, 1.6.1 and 3.4) focus on aspects 

of Arabic calligraphy (aesthetic, technical, educational and cultural), and factors that 

shaped its current status in Saudi culture and creative industries, through the study of the 

five factors affecting Arabic calligraphy and previous studies that have emphasized the 

importance of these influential factors (see Section 3.4). Furthermore, the important 

influences of education, finance, organization and social awareness are highlighted in the 

study of Al-Ghabban et al. (2007) that was used to design the Saudi National Strategy for 

Handicrafts Development. Also, the study of Al-Saud (2013) showed the importance of 

educational, organizational, financial and social awareness on the symbols of Arab heritage 

in the Kingdom. 

 

 Situational and Contextual Conditions 

 The Interview participants (Interviewees)  

The researcher conducted individual face-to-face interviews with ten professional 

calligraphers (six male and four female), who were still using traditional calligraphic styles 

and integrating Arabic letters within a wider template of Islamic symbolism. They have 

also presented Arabic calligraphy as a visual symbol of spirituality and Islamic authority 

that signified the words of God (see Section 1.2), writing verses, balancing the proportion 

of letters and displaying their beauty and majesty harmoniously. Also, they have presented 

it in purely secular work, especially for those from the advertising agency.To protect the 

confidentiality of the participants, they will be referred as Calligrapher 1, Calligrapher 2, 

etc. They consisted of proprietors of businesses (advertising agencies) and public-school 
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art and Arabic language teachers with more than fifteen years’ experience. Calligraphers 1, 

2, 3 and 4 were male proprietors of an advertising agency; calligrapher 5 and 6 were 

experienced male public-school art teachers; calligraphers 7, 8, 9 and 10 were experienced 

female public-school art teachers. The interviews were conducted in Arabic and audio-

recorded, later transcribed and translated into English by the researcher. Handwritten notes 

were taken during the interviews.  

For the purpose of presenting responses to the questions in an easy-to-understand 

and organized format, those related to the same theme are grouped together and discussed. 

The theme chosen for the calligraphers’ group was the impact of the five factors of 

education, organization, financial support, social awareness and technology on the 

promotion and maintenance of Arabic calligraphy (see Section 3.4).  

This thesis has discussed how these five factors could affect Arabic calligraphy in 

Saudi Arabia (see Section 3.4). It is important here to examine whether these factors have 

also been singled out by the participants and if they believe they have affected their careers. 

This theme is an attempt to understand the situation of Arabic calligraphy and its role in 

Saudi culture and creative industries. The interviewees were asked about their perceptions 

of the current roles of the five factors in supporting, enriching and developing Arabic 

calligraphy. Their responses are discussed in the next section. 

 

 Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the organizational factor to 

support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy 

Table 8 shows that the participants’ perception of this factor’s role is divided almost equally 

between positive and negative. There are many governmental and non-governmental 

organisations concerned with Arabic calligraphy but, according to the participants, they 

function independently and without the coordination necessary to provide an appropriate 
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supportive framework (see Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.4). Also, those responsible for preserving 

and developing Arabic calligraphy in these organisations do not seem to be performing 

their function as required, despite the financial support they receive from the Saudi 

government; however, four participants (Calligraphers 1 (male), 2 (male), 5 (male), and 9 

(female) believed that the governmental and non-governmental organizations are currently 

trying to support the handicrafts industries as they form an important part of economic 

activity in Saudi Arabia. In fact, the initiatives of the Ministry of culture in 2020 and the 

Ministry of Education in 2019 in supporting Arabic calligraphy have proved their belief, 

see Section (3.1.1.4 and 3.4.3). 

 

 

 

Table 8. Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the organizational factor to support, enrich and 
develop Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016) 

 

 

The negative trend of these perceptions is exemplified in some of the calligraphers' 

statements; for example, Calligrapher 6 (male) explained that: 

 

The organisations responsible for traditional Arabic calligraphy are supposed to play an 

important role in consolidating cultural identity and maintaining and sustaining its 

traditional designs and thereby sustaining its economic gains as a traditional craft in the 

creative industry. Also, they help to improve the skills of Saudi calligraphers or designers 

by means of training courses and workshops, and provide jobs opportunities that have 

appropriate incomes. However, Arabic calligraphy as a great art receives little attention 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 4 1 5 

Percent (100%) 40% 10% 50% 

The central tendency of these perceptions is negative 
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from the art and handicrafts organizations that are responsible for handicrafts in general 

(Interview, February 2016).  

 

Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia needs to be more supported and managed in a 

way that preserves its Arab-Islamic identity (see Sections 1.3.4 and 1.6). Since the adoption 

of Vision 2030 (in 25 April 2016), many governmental and non-governmental agencies 

have been striving to support and spread Arabic calligraphy, as previously mentioned in 

this research.  Furthermore, this participant referred to the need to consider the design and 

economic sustainability of Arabic calligraphic products and their importance to the 

economic income of calligraphers or designers and the creative industry (see Sections 3.3 

and 3.3.1). The role of the arts and handicrafts organizations in Saudi Arabia to achieve 

sustainability through calligraphic products and promoting them internally and 

internationally is considered a requirement for Arabic calligraphy at the current time. 

Calligrapher 4 (male) stated that: 

 

The reality is that there are many negative manifestations that make us fearful of the loss 

of Arabic calligraphy. For example, organizers of festivals, forums and exhibitions are not 

specialized in the arts fields or Arabic calligraphy and its history, which negatively affects 

the public viewer of the calligraphic artworks. The role of arts and handicrafts organizations 

to preserve the art of Arabic calligraphy is very important and the organizers must be 

specialized in Arabic calligraphy so that they can coordinate between themselves and the 

calligraphers or artists to the fullest (Interview, February 2016). 

 

This comment echoes Al-Ghabban et al.’s (2007) assertion that educating the public 

about the correct historical, expressive and aesthetic aspects of Arabic calligraphy through 

calligraphic and artistic works within art galleries and national events is the responsibility 

of the departments organizing them. It can be said that in the Kingdom there seems to be a 

lack of focus by those who are responsible for promoting Arabic calligraphy as a form of 
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art that exists on its own and represents the culture and identity of the people, despite 

official support from the government. There are some international and regional exhibitions 

that show well organized in displaying arts which show aspects of traditional and modern 

Arabic calligraphy in order that the differences between their designs are appreciated by 

the public, and calligraphers from the Arab and Islamic world participate in them. 

Organizations responsible for the arts and handicrafts in Saudi Arabia should employ 

specialists in the handicrafts industry who do not allow the display of works of art that 

distort the traditional styles of Arabic calligraphy and lose its Arabic and Islamic identity.  

While the emphasis is on promoting and supporting Arabic calligraphy as a part of 

arts and handicrafts by governmental and non-governmental Saudi organisations in these 

fields, this factor needs to synchronize with other factors affecting this art (covered next 

Sections), which is considered a religious icon and national cultural heritage, (see Section 

1.2). Also, traditional calligraphic works fulfil a secular and nationalist role in Saudi Arabia 

and other Arab countries.  

 

 Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the financial factor to 

support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy 

Financial support is very important for craftspeople, including calligraphers, in terms of 

income, employment, and marketing their products (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007), particularly 

to develop Arabic calligraphy through establishing courses, workshops and competitions, 

including prizes for competitors. Again, the participants were divided between those who 

saw this as a positive factor in promoting Arabic calligraphy and those who thought it has 

not been properly utilized in developing the economy (see Table 9).  
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Table 9. Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the financial factor to support, enrich and develop 
Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016) 

 

 

According to more than half of the participants, this factor is playing a major role 

in Saudi Arabia, facilitated by the support of specialized financial institutions such as banks 

and funds in lending to the handicrafts sectors on concessional terms. Calligrapher 2 (male) 

stated that: 

Many of the governmental and private sectors have adopted the idea of the revival of Arabic 

calligraphy in terms of financial issues, organizing training courses, and awards from local 

and international arts competitions. These activities support young talent in the Kingdom, 

providing awards and motivation and helping them reach for the highest levels (Interview, 

February 2016).  

 

He praised the role of current governmental and non-governmental financial 

support (loans, financing for small projects, etc.) in reviving Arabic calligraphy and 

handicrafts (financial factor). He also emphasized the importance of stimulating the 

creativity and professionalism of talented and beginner calligraphers by providing intensive 

training courses, financing their craft projects and offering awards at local and international 

competitions. Calligrapher 9 (female) said: 

 

The role of financial support is to support the organizations responsible for the management 

of calligraphic products, which provide training courses for beginners and finance their 

small projects to produce artistic and calligraphic products to sell to visitors and tourists in 

open-trade events (Interview, February 2016). 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 6 0 4 

Percent (100%) 60% 0 40% 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 
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She praised the role of current financial support in respect of craftspeople, stressing 

the importance to both calligraphers and the State of the economic returns from sales of 

products at national and international events and exhibitions (financial factor). 

However, there are shortcomings in current regulation and some mishandling of 

financial support, so calligraphers are not benefitting from the advantages that should be 

available to them, as expressed by four of the participants (Calligraphers 3 (male), 4 (male), 

6 (male), and 8 (female)). Calligrapher 4 (male) said: 

 

Craftspeople should receive financial support for selling and marketing their products, 

locally and internationally, at exhibitions, festivals and tourist markets. This would help 

them to continue and sustain their handicrafts, but there is a problem in coordinating this 

financial support with the organizers interested in Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 

2016).  

 

This means that, in order to be maintained and developed within Saudi Arabia, the 

organizational and financial aspects of Arabic calligraphy need to be linked. In the absence 

of this coordination, the financial role of supporting artisans and artists for the continuity 

of their arts and handicrafts, including Arabic calligraphy, may falter. 

 

  Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the educational factor to 

support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy 

Unlike the previous two factors (organizational and financial), responses were dramatically 

different regarding the current role of education in supporting Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabia. Table 10 shows that the vast majority (90%) of the participants had a negative 

perception of this factor and were aware of how important it is in maintaining this art.  
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Table 10. Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the educational factor to support, enrich and develop 
Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016) 

 

 

In general, all of the participants stressed the importance of teaching Arabic 

calligraphy and focusing on it in the early stages in schools as well as in universities and 

institutes. This would help educate the community about the importance of Arabic 

calligraphy as a national heritage symbol and revive it to secure its continuity. Calligrapher 

3 (male) said that: 

 

One of the potential causes leading to the loss of Arabic calligraphy in the future is the 

removal of Arabic calligraphy from the school curriculum.  In fact, Arabic calligraphy 

today is going through a very difficult phase due to the lack of focus on it in the educational 

system and the dependence on the development of technology in the education system 

(Interview, February 2016). 

 

He also believed that the poor handwriting of students in classes and exams is due to quick 

writing and the lack of proper training in Arabic calligraphy. Also, he thought that the 

failure to appropriately teach writing in childhood, the absence of lectures from specialized 

people to instil the importance of handwriting and Arabic calligraphy and the use of the 

Internet and computers as an alternative to handwriting have all had a negative impact on 

handwriting.  

The lack of a separate curriculum for Arabic calligraphy, together with dependence 

on the development of technology in the education system, has had an impact on 

calligraphy standards. Moreover, calligrapher 4 (male) noted that: 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 0 1 9 

Percent (100%) 0 10% 90% 

The central tendency of these perceptions is negative 
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Officials in the Ministry of Education should consider the teaching of Arabic 

calligraphy in schools as an independent curriculum. They should also encourage 

the opening of private and public institutes for all ages, including a special 

department at universities to teach Arabic calligraphy and its development. The 

absence of Arabic calligraphy from the Saudi curriculum has negatively affected 

students' handwriting (Interview, February 2016). 

 

The weakness of the pupils’ handwriting is one of the things observed in the 

educational sector, a negative phenomenon that needs all educational efforts in the 

diagnosis and treatment of the problem. It is an international issue not only in Saudi Arabia 

due to most textual communication world-wide is done through digital communication or 

at least prefabricated letterforms. Therefore, the desire in pupils needs to be instilled to 

acquire good handwriting or calligraphic skills. The reasons for the failure in teaching 

Arabic calligraphy to pupils is the lack of a proper methodology that includes the means, 

objectives and evaluation. The development of such curricula is not the speciality of 

calligraphers, but the function of academic specialists. This is what the Ministry of 

Education has realized after the adoption of Vision 2030 (see Section 3.3.1); some 

ministries, including the Ministry of Education, have been restructured to meet the 

requirements of this vision (Al-Yami, 2018). As a result, Arabic calligraphy and dictation 

were separated from the Arabic language curriculum in general education schools in the 

second semester of 2019. 

This means that the educational factor is the most important factor in teaching 

Arabic calligraphy to all generations and improving their handwriting and calligraphic 

skills, despite the wide spread of technology and the reluctance to pay attention to it as an 

art or hobby (Zeyad, 2004). This factor can positively affect the current status of Arabic 
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calligraphy after it gains its place in the current national curriculum in Saudi Arabia in 

2019. 

 

 Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the social awareness factor 

to support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy 

As with the previous factors, there is a positive correlation between social awareness and 

Arabic calligraphy support. Awareness in the Saudi public about the historical, expressive 

and aesthetic aspects of Arabic calligraphy is making Arabic calligraphy a vital part of 

social activities (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). This is one of the Ministry of Culture roles in 

the handicrafts and arts sector alongside other organisations in Saudi Arabia, see Section 

(3.1.1.4). Also, social media can help make people aware of art exhibitions, conferences 

and museums in Arab and Western countries that include Arabic calligraphy. Increasing 

social awareness of its importance, would lead to increase of support to develop and enrich 

it. The answers received from the participants about the current role that social awareness 

plays in supporting Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia varied between negative and 

positive. Table 11 shows that 50% of calligraphers’ perceptions were positive, while 40% 

had a negative perception and 10% had a neutral perception. 

 

 
Table 11. Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the social awareness factor to support, enrich and 

develop Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016). 
 

 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 5 1 4 

Percent (100%) 50% 10% 40% 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 
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For half of the participants, this factor emphasised the importance of Arabic 

calligraphy through social networking and the Internet to make people aware of this craft. 

They believed that Saudi governmental and non-governmental arts and handicrafts 

organisations should organize public lectures and publish articles on Arabic calligraphy for 

the Saudi public in the printed media. Television programmes could increase public 

knowledge of the history of Arabic calligraphy and its styles, designs and developments. 

Moreover, books about Arabic calligraphy and its cultural importance could be published 

and sold in market places and travel points to encourage the public and tourists to buy and 

read them.  

Raising awareness among the Saudi younger generations of the importance of their 

traditional arts and handicrafts, such as Arabic calligraphy, in their communities and 

providing jobs opportunities in this sector for both men and women, from all working 

generations, would positively affect the economy and boost its progress (Al-Ghabban et 

al., 2007). One of the participants, Calligrapher 1 (male), looked positively at the role 

played by social awareness to support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabia:  

 

There are many websites and web pages that have contributed deeply to improving Arabic 

content in terms of Arabic language and Arabic calligraphy. Some of these sites or pages 

on social networks are spreading awareness to Arabic-speaking communities, which is an 

important role that needs great care. One of the main causes of the decline in quality of 

Arabic content is that Arabic speakers use other languages to write and communicate on 

the Internet as well as different calligraphic styles (Interview, February 2016).  

 

He supported the positive role played by the social awareness factor in improving Arabic 

content in terms of Arabic language and Arabic calligraphy, as discussed in Section (3.4.4). 



           

 348 

This opinion agrees with the Arab initiatives in the Arab media on the International Day of 

the Arabic Language on 18th December of each year. Calligrapher 5 (male) added that: 

 

Arabic calligraphy represents the formal aspect of the Arabic language, a written language 

of beauty in meaning and shape. The development of calligraphic designs through social 

programmes now will contribute to the improvement of Arabic content on the Internet, with 

caution in the reliance on technical devices because it reduces the use of the pen in writing. 

So, we must return to holding the pens, writing Arabic letters in an artistic way and 

mastering them in contribution to the preservation of the Arabic language and cultural 

heritage (Interview, February 2016). 

 

This calligrapher supported the use of social programmes in educating communities 

about the importance of Arabic language and publishing calligraphic designs that highlight 

the artistic and spiritual aspects of Arabic calligraphy and draw attention to it (social 

awareness factor). He went further to stress the importance of preserving the Arabic 

language and symbolic cultural heritage represented by Arabic calligraphy drawn by hand 

instead of using computer programs. This concurs with the discussion in Section (1.1 and 

1.2), which explained how important it is to keep the original spirit of this traditional craft, 

which carries our language and identity.  

The four participants (Calligraphers 3 (male), 4 (male), 7 (female) and 8 (female)) 

who gave negative responses with regard to the current role of social awareness were 

concerned about the misrepresentation of Arabic calligraphy and the attempt to blur the 

nature of the Arabic letter designs to create new non-traditional rules for Arabic calligraphy, 

referred to as modern, free and technological designs, see Section (1.4.4.1). They also 

referred to the weakness of responsible organizations in their roles as coordinators between 

Saudi society and calligraphic products, and in highlighting the importance of Arabic 

calligraphy through social media, especially in the era of development and technology. 

They also expressed their concerns about digitizing Arabic calligraphy as well as the 
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Arabization of digital products in the creation and spread of incorrect designs of Arabic 

calligraphic patterns due to regional and cultural variations, for instance Urdu calligraphy, 

might be considered distorted or incorrect to a Saudi calligrapher. These incorrect designs 

are then attributed, incorrectly, to the Arab-Islamic culture, resulting in cultural 

misappropriation (see Sections 1.3.4 and 1.4.3). Therefore, Arabic calligraphy needs 

support from all parties involved by using social media, propaganda and marketing to 

support the social concept of this traditional craft. 

 

 Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the technological factor to 

support, enrich and develop Arabic calligraphy  

Despite the great technological advances in computer-related applications and printing 

processes in the diversity of Arabic calligraphic designs in the Arab, Islamic world and 

beyond, modern technology in the field of Arabic calligraphy has never fully replaced the 

human calligrapher. This general use of computers causes weakness in manual writing 

(Sülzenbrück et al., 2011) and photography would replace calligraphic painting (Alnajdi, 

2001; Zeyad, 2004; Al-Eid's 2009). Despite there being computer programs designed to 

support the Arabic language and create modern typefaces to use for Arabic typography, 

these tend to affect the form of traditional calligraphic patterns that they produce (Suhail 

and Mashour, 2014).  

Art collectors in Saudi Arabia can be divided into two categories: firstly, consumers 

who prefer calligraphic products manufactured by machines, alongside cheap and low-

quality products; secondly, those who regard Arabic calligraphy as a national heritage 

which must be maintained in its traditional forms, especially when faced with the decline 

in the handicrafts sector and increasing industrialization. Table 12 displays the diversity in 
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calligraphers' perceptions toward the current role of technology in supporting Arabic 

calligraphy in the Kingdom. 

 

 

Table 12. Calligraphers’ perceptions of the current role of the technological factor to support, enrich and 
develop Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016) 

 

 

The technological factor was rated as negative by six out of ten (60%) calligraphers 

interviewed. For them, the use of technology to produce calligraphic products was a 

potential precursor of Arabic calligraphy’s disappearance in Saudi Arabia. The increasing 

market demand for calligraphic products means that the output of craft production would 

need to substantially increase in order to keep pace, or else risk a market realignment to 

technology that does not require writing by hand or knowledge of Arabic calligraphy styles. 

According to Calligrapher 3 (male): 

 

A potential cause of Arabic calligraphy’s loss in the future is technical development and 

the attempt to keep pace with technology that does not require writing by hand and 

knowledge of Arabic calligraphy styles and the religious meanings behind them (Interview, 

February 2016).  

 

Furthermore, Calligrapher 9 (female) stated that: 

 

Arabic calligraphy has been subjected to neglect and the interference of technology, where 

the use of computer techniques to obtain static templates for Arabic calligraphic patterns 

without the human touch contributes to the elimination of the creative elements for the 

talented calligraphers (Interview, February 2016). 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 3 1 6 

Percent (100%) 30% 10% 60% 

The central tendency of these perceptions is negative 
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These two calligraphers agreed that technology can lead to secularization. With the 

progress of modern technology, and the emergence of mechanical alternatives to 

handwritten Arabic calligraphy and drawings, whether by using computers or printing 

presses, the creative elements for the talented calligraphers might eliminate in the future. 

Technology and machines are now used in producing calligraphic products where the role 

of professional calligraphers is minimised. Calligraphic phrases being produced by modern 

technology have been stripped of their religious meaning, retaining only their secular 

meaning to serve a commercial purpose. Calligraphers 3 and 9 believed that calligraphic 

products of inanimate industrial technology cannot be a substitute for the spirit of human 

calligraphers captured in the pen strokes of their designs and sensed by their audience, thus 

diminishing the importance of Arabic calligraphy because it disconnects it from Saudi 

religious and cultural heritage. 

The three participants (Calligraphers 1 (male), 5 (male), and 10 (female)) who 

looked positively at the current role of technology in maintaining Arabic calligraphy 

suggested that technological development and machinery assists in the production of high-

quality products and could be integrated with handwork. The adaptation of technology 

provides new techniques and tools which, with the guidance of professional calligraphers, 

help add aesthetic touches to Arabic calligraphy and contribute to a new style. To preserve 

this precious heritage, the Saudi government is encouraging artists and calligraphers to 

develop digital Arabic calligraphic styles (see Section 3.4.5.1). The goal of this initiative 

to create an original Arabic calligraphic style digitally, to represent an important resource 

for all designers around the world, and to be a modern and ideal choice for the advanced 

technical age, embodying the beauty, spirit and originality of the Arabic language. 

Moreover, the use of technology to produce calligraphic products helps to improve their 



           

 352 

appearance in the Internet space. However, they agreed that the spiritual sense of 

calligraphic handmade products and their aesthetic value may have been submerged by 

commercial demands.  

 

 Summarized data results for calligraphers 

The main import of these interviews is that Arabic calligraphy is still a symbolic form of 

Islamic art and Arab-Islamic cultural heritage, even if technological advances have given 

rise to other fields of art and design in Saudi Arabia. However, it needs all the factors that 

support it organizationally, financially, educationally and socially to be in place, including 

technological support with tools and design programs that suit its traditional styles. 

Moreover, some participants believed that these factors are interrelated and affect each 

other. Similarly, some saw the organizational factor as the most important among the five 

factors due to its potential to control the other four and, therefore, affect the revival of 

Arabic calligraphy and preserve its historical legacy in the face of cultural developments in 

order to produce a distinctive creative industry. 

Table 13 summarizes the views of calligraphers regarding the current roles of the 

five factors (regulatory, financial, educational, social awareness and technological) in 

enriching and preserving Arabic calligraphy. The table shows the positive, negative and 

neutral views of the ten calligraphers interviewed regarding these factors. This is an attempt 

to answer part of the first research question, concerned with the role of Arabic calligraphy 

in Saudi culture and creative industries. It is noticeable from the table that some 

calligraphers varied in their opinions towards the five factors that impact calligraphy. Some 

others believed there is a positive correlation between the enrichment of the art and 

organizational, financial, educational and social factors but also believed there is an inverse 

correlation between the technological factor and the enrichment of Arabic calligraphy.  
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Participants   Participants’ perceptions toward the current role of 

Organisational 

factor 

Financial 

factor 

Educational 

factor 

Social 

awareness  

Technological 

factor 

Calligrapher 1 + + - + + 

Calligrapher 2 + + - ± ± 

Calligrapher 3 ± - - - - 

Calligrapher 4 - - - - - 

Calligrapher 5 + + -   + + 

Calligrapher 6 - - ± + - 

Calligrapher 7 - + - - - 

Calligrapher 8 - - - - - 

Calligrapher 9 + + - + - 

Calligrapher10 - + - + + 

                      + (positive); - (negative); ± (neutral) 
 
 

Table 13. The views of calligraphers of the current roles of the five factors (organisational, financial, educational, 
social awareness and technological) in enriching and preserving Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 Findings from Graphic Designers’ Group 

This part of the analysis is concerned with the first and fifth research sub-questions that 

focus on the relationship between graphic design and Arabic calligraphy, and the role of 

graphic design in Saudi culture and creative industries. Individual interviews were 

conducted with ten contemporary graphic designers (seven male participants and three 

female), who have utilized Arabic letters in their designs in multiple ways, using both 

traditional and modern tools. They have also striven to integrate Arabic within the global 

information economy, where the designs of Arabic script and its letters play a significant 

role in marketing and advertising campaigns.  
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Four themes discussed with this group: (1) the status of graphic design as a 

contemporary art in the Kingdom; (2) the integration of traditional calligraphy with 

contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture; (3) the role of modern design in Arabic 

calligraphy; and (4) the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the 

Saudi creative industry, such as advertising and logos. During the interviews, the 

participants were asked about their perceptions of these themes, in an attempt to understand 

the role of graphic design in Saudi culture and creative industries. 

 

 Situational and Contextual Conditions 

 The Interview participants (Interviewees)  

As with the calligraphers, to protect the confidentiality of the participants and the 

information gathered, participants’ names have been substituted with Designer 1, Designer 

2, etc. The group of interviewees was made-up of; 4 male owners of advertising agencies 

(Designer 1, 2, 3 and 4); 2 male university staff with more than five years’ experience 

(Designer 5 and 6); 1 male art graduate who became a graphic designer by practicing or 

training in graphic courses in Saudi Arabia (Designer 7); and 3 female university staff with 

more than five years of experience (8, 9 and 10). The interviews were audio-recorded and 

conducted in Arabic, with the responses of the participants subsequently translated into 

English by the researcher. The textual data extracted from the interviews with the group of 

graphic designers were analysed. 
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 Graphic designers’ perceptions of the current status of graphic design as a 

contemporary art  

Graphic designers' perspectives of the current status of graphic design as a field of art and 

design varied across positive, negative and neutral. Table 14 shows that the attitude of the 

majority towards the status of graphic design (90% of graphic designers' perceptions) was 

positive, which means they agreed that the Kingdom attaches importance to graphic design 

in the Saudi market. 

 

 
Table 14. Graphic designers’ perceptions of the status of graphic design as a field of art and design in Saudi 

culture (Interview, June 2016) 
 

 

The majority of participants agreed that graphic design is an established form of art 

and a profession. It fits within the realm of globalization and technology and has attracted 

the attention of the Saudi population to become a cultural force guiding a specific message 

in people’s daily lives; it is a tool for promoting products, services and advertising and for 

selling products, services and international brands (Osborn, 2008), and providing 

information and education. Designer 1 (male) explained that:  

 

Graphic design is one of the most important forms of art; we see it everywhere: in the house, 

the market place, the restaurant, the street, the highways, the shops, government 

departments and in private. It has become the focus of attention of all Saudis, especially the 

youth, and there are many training courses recently that teach this art in theory and practice 

(Interview, June 2016) 

 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 9 1 0 

Percent (100%) 90% 10% 0 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 



           

 356 

He praised the important role of graphic design and the diversity of its fields despite its 

relatively recent appearance, as a modern discipline in the Kingdom (see Section 3.2). 

Graphic design is one of the modern and contemporary arts that receives the attention of 

young people and it is popular in the creative industries globally, not only in Saudi Arabia. 

Moreover, Designer 10 (female) stated that: 

 

Graphic design has developed very well in the field of media, creativity and design. It has 

been brought to the Kingdom via the help of foreign designers from Egypt, Syria and others. 

It then became popular and sought after by individuals and companies. Due to its major 

impact, new departments for teaching graphic design to teach this art to Saudi students 

(Interview, June 2016). 

 

She confirmed what was discussed in Section (3.2), that the specialization of graphic design 

in the Kingdom began with the help of foreign designers, based in the Kingdom and abroad, 

employed by Saudi companies for their expertise (Zeyad, 2004). After the inclusion of this 

specialization in Saudi universities, many Saudi designers have graduated and entered the 

labour market and have shown creativity in their work.  

In contrast to the rest of respondents, one participant, Designer 8 (male) expressed 

concerns. He believed that: 

 

Despite the development of the design industry in the Saudi society, its current status has 

not been acknowledged by everyone to the same extent. This is due to their lack of full 

knowledge of graphic design and the role of graphic designers. Therefore, this might have 

affected their level of appreciation of graphic works and the efforts of designers (Interview, 

June 2016).  

 

He emphasised the need to educate Saudi society in the important role of graphic design 

and how to benefit from it in their daily lives and their own projects. This could be achieved 

by providing sufficient knowledge of technical communication using multimedia 
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techniques; by organizing more art and design exhibitions and conferences; and offering 

more graphic design free workshops for the Saudi public that explain to them the basic 

principles of production, printing, advertising production, and corporate identity design. At 

the same time, the availability of design programs on smartphones (not professional) and 

the designs in social media programs have contributed to people's awareness of the 

importance of graphic products (Wheeler, 2017), see Sections (3.4.4.1, 3.4.4.2, 3.4.5.1 and 

3.4.5.2). 

 

 Graphic designers’ perceptions toward the integration of traditional Arabic 

calligraphy with contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture 

The integration of traditional Arabic calligraphy into the graphic design field brings out 

creative new ideas of graphic design and modern calligraphy suitable for contemporary and 

modern communications (Rashad, 2014). However, variations in the perspectives of the 

graphic designers’ group of the integration of traditional calligraphy with contemporary 

graphic design in Saudi Arabia can be seen. Table 15 shows that eight out of ten participants 

(80%) supported totally the idea of the integration of Arabic calligraphy with contemporary 

graphic design in Saudi culture, while 20% of them supported the idea but with concerns. 

 

 

 
Table 15. Graphic designers’ perceptions of the integration of traditional calligraphy with contemporary graphic 

design (Interview, June 2016) 
 

 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 8 2 0 

Percent (100%) 80% 20% 0 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 
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The majority agreed that the idea of integrating Arabic calligraphy with graphic design is 

a form of development for Arabic calligraphy. Designer 2 (male) thought that: 

 

The design of letters in Arabic calligraphic products is considered a kind of graphic design, 

whether printed on paper or digitally created. The basis of Arabic calligraphic design is 

handwriting; a calligrapher writes and designs the letters and names and expresses the 

creativity that is in his mind by using his hand, while the computer is an assistant or a 

complement to the design process, which can be used in the final output (Interview, June 

2016).  

 

Moreover, Designer 9 (female) commented that: 

 

Arabic calligraphy has returned to the arts arenas again, in the form of modern technology. 

The integration of Arabic calligraphy with graphic designs is an attempt to revive this part 

of Arab-Islamic culture and identity that has been neglected in Saudi Arabia (Interview, 

June 2016). 

 

These two graphic designers confirmed that the benefits are mutual; while graphic design 

might help present Arabic calligraphic artwork in an aesthetic way, the aesthetics of Arabic 

letters give designs a new look, as stated by Tan (1999), Alnajdi (2001), Zeyad (2004), 

Osborn (2008), Silsilah et.al (2012), Turgut (2014) and (Rashad, 2014). They emphasised 

that this integration of Arabic calligraphy, which has been neglected, with graphic design 

revived it again (see Sections 1.4.4, 2.7, and 3.4.5). Furthermore, Arabic calligraphic and 

graphic designs consist of the same basic design elements in the two or three-dimensional 

system, in shape, value, composition, mass, vacuum, balance, unity, proportion, harmony 

and sequence, so they can be easily integrated (Rashad, 2014). 

The two neutral responses were expressed by two Art graduates from the Faculty 

of Art Education in Umm Al Qura University in Makkah (Designers 5, male and 8, female). 
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Based on their general academic background in Islamic arts, these participants agreed with 

the other eight designers in supporting the idea of the integration of Arabic calligraphy with 

contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture, but they had some concerns. Designer 5 

(male) said that: 

 

The development of Arabic calligraphy since its inception is linked to the development of 

the writing of the Holy Qur'an, which was a stimulant for this development. Also, the use 

of Arabic calligraphy in commercial fields and advertisement is also a kind of development, 

but it might lose its spirituality associated with the Qur'an (Interview, June 2016). 

 

Moreover, Designer 8 (female) said that: 

 

The integration of Arabic calligraphy with graphic design may be a kind of artistic 

development of Arabic calligraphy, but this development might has a detrimental effect on 

the sanctity of these calligraphic designs (Interview, June 2016). 

 

They believed that this integration is a kind of development of Arabic calligraphy in this 

technological era, but because of their academic background in Islamic arts they thought 

that the use of Arabic calligraphic design in commercial fields and advertisement might 

cause the loss of sanctity of these designs. They confirmed what was discussed in Section 

(4.2.1) that in the use of traditional Arabic calligraphic designs in commercial production, 

changes happen with the signified, where new connotations are added, once Arabic 

calligraphy is taken out of its spiritual and religious context. 

 

 Graphic designers’ perceptions of the current role of modern design played 

in traditional Arabic calligraphy  

Table 16 displays differences in graphic designers' perspectives of the current role of 

modern design played in Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia. The central tendency of the 
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responses received is positive. Eight participants (80% of graphic designers) considered 

that the central tendency to adopt modern designs has affected Arabic calligraphy 

positively. According to them, there have been many attempts to revive the designs of old 

Arabic calligraphy and mix them with contemporary art and modern techniques to attract 

people’s attention to them. 

 

 

 
 

Table 16. Graphic designers’ perceptions of the role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy (Interview, June 
2016) 

 

 

 

Calligraphic designs of Arabic calligraphy are no longer regarded as a tradition that cannot 

be touched, but must be integrated with contemporary modern arts (see Section 1.4). That 

being said, Arabic calligraphy as a traditional form of art will keep its status regardless of 

this integration. According to Designer 1 (male): 

 

The modern and digital means do not change the art of Arabic calligraphy in terms of 

drawing and forming of Arabic calligraphic styles. But the acceptable changes refer to how 

to produce traditional calligraphic works by using design modern techniques (Interview, 

June 2016).  

 

Making use of technological means the production of calligraphic products should 

not be ignored on the pretext of preserving tradition (see Sections 1.4.4.1, 1.5 and 3.4.5). 

Designer 1 emphasised that tradition can be combined with modern technology in the 

production of calligraphic works in different ways, mechanical or manual, and this type of 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 8 2 0 

Percent (100%) 80% 20% 0 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 
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artwork should preserve the traditional work style but in an updated form. Furthermore, 

Designer 7 (male) explained that: 

 

Some calligraphers displayed their ancestral heritage in a contemporary art form in their 

artworks. Their goal was to preserve the local heritage in an innovative way, including 

several concepts for consolidating heritage and introducing innovative designs depending 

on the era techniques. The existence of calligraphic designs within any modern art products 

is magnificently enhanced and thus produces innovative artistic products (Interview, June 

2016). 

 

He supported the idea of producing traditional calligraphic products, but in an innovative 

way with modern designs. He also praised the exploitation of modern techniques in the 

service of the production of creative designs using traditional patterns of Arabic 

calligraphy, not changing and distorting them from their original models. 

The other two neutral participants, Designer 5 (male) and 8 (female), expressed 

concerns that, although the current role of modern design has helped in promoting Arabic 

calligraphy, highlighting its aesthetics and bringing it to the attention of the general public, 

the traditional design aspect of Arabic calligraphy is exclusively linked with the human 

touch and should not be replaced by any other patterns. As a result, the image of modern 

calligraphy may not be accepted by many, especially if the traditional and Islamic meaning 

has been distorted. Moreover, they emphasised that technological tools have played a 

significant role in robbing Arabic calligraphy of its spirit and traditional characteristics. 

Computers in the production of calligraphic works should only be used as a tool for 

facilitation and education and not for redesigning Arabic calligraphy. Their fears were 

based on what might happen to Arabic calligraphic designs through cultural appropriation, 

and the misinterpretation or misrepresentation of their religious and cultural heritage. 
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Cultural appropriation of Arabic calligraphy for use with dresses, tattoos, etc. is discussed 

in Sections (1.3.4 and 1.4.3). 

 

 Graphic designers’ perceptions of the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in Saudi Arabia’s creative industry in 

advertising and branding 

The use of Arabic calligraphic designs in graphic design is becoming more popular in the 

creation of industrial products such as logos, commercials, websites, print media and 

corporate identities in Saudi Arabia (Zeyad, 2004), as many examples have been shown in 

Sections (2.3, 2.9.1, 3.1.1.4 and 3.3.1). Table 17 shows various graphic designers' responses 

(positive/ negative/ neutral) toward the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design in the Saudi creative industry and the use of this understanding to produce 

creative products such as commercials, websites, print media and corporate identities. 

 

 

 
Table 17. Graphic designers’ perceptions of the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in 

the Saudi creative industry such as advertising and logos (Interview, June 2016) 
 

 

The majority of participants, nine out of ten, looked at this integration positively. They 

agreed that there is a positive relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

in the Saudi creative industry. They believed, once the initial difficulties of using computers 

as a tool to create calligraphic designs are overcome, whether by scanning material and 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Participants Frequency (10) 9 1 0 

Percent (100%) 90% 10% 0 

The central tendency of these perceptions is positive 
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manipulating it or using typefaces and editing them (typesetting) as shown in Section 

(1.4.4.1), this relationship produces unique designs that are far away from the traditional 

designs.  According to Designer 4 (male):  

 

The technological and contemporary revolution contributed to the dissemination and 

promotion of Arabic calligraphy and brought it to the largest possible audience through 

graphic products such as logos, business ads, brochures, book covers etc. Furthermore, the 

Saudi public need to be encouraged to accept new ideas to create a historical legacy for 

future generations in the field of art and design away from the traditional vision of 

calligraphic products. (Interview, June 2016).  

 

He strongly praised the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in 

creative industrial products, and generating a historical legacy for future generations in the 

field of art and design through graphic products. He believed that, in order to promote this 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the world of industry and 

technology, their combined designs need to be extended to the largest possible audience. 

He also emphasised that new ideas and innovative designs that come from the fusion of 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, away from the traditional styles, need to be 

acceptable for Saudi public. Designer 4’s opinion aligned itself with the literature review 

in Sections (1.4.4, 1.4.4.1 and 1.5), which discusses how the technological revolution has 

contributed to the dissemination of the symbols (Arabic calligraphy) of the Arab Islamic 

identity in the world. Moreover, Designer 9 (female) contended that:  

 

There are some efforts to market Arabic calligraphy with widespread graphic products. This 

commercial integration with graphic design products has helped highlight Arabic 

calligraphy and its traditional patterns in modern products and revive it again in an 

innovative way (Interview, June 2016). 

 



           

 364 

Her opinion confirms the claims made in Sections (1.4.4 and 2.4) regarding the positive 

contribution made by the development of Arabic calligraphy with graphic design in 

presenting the symbols of Arab and Islamic identity in their creative industrial products and 

the reuse of traditional Arabic calligraphy patterns in the social life of Arab and Islamic 

societies. This means that, in a comprehensive view, Arabic calligraphy has a heritage of 

industrial craftsmanship that must be developed with other design and arts fields to meet 

the requirements of consumers. 

The sole participant with a neutral perception (Designer 5, male) agreed that there 

exists a positive relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative 

industry, but he believed this relationship abuses traditional styles of Arabic calligraphy in 

the artwork industry itself and its mechanisms. He thought this is maybe due to the presence 

of unqualified people working as calligraphers and designers, or foreign calligraphers who 

do not speak the Arabic language; as well as to the lack of skills needed in every design 

output of some Saudi calligraphers. Moreover, he emphasised that traditional Arabic 

calligraphic patterns in industrial products have become abstract patterns with only 

linguistic meanings associated with company or product names as well as with Arabic 

identity, see Sections (2.9.1 to 2.9.3). This research has explained that Arabic calligraphic 

patterns that circulate outside of the religious context tend to place to the fore their linguistic 

meanings linked to the identity of Arab and Islamic culture in Section (2.9). 

  

 Summarized data results for graphic designers 

The integration of Arabic calligraphy with graphic design as a development for Arabic 

calligraphy is the main focus in this research (see Section 1.4.4). This type of fusion can 

revive traditional Arabic calligraphy in the era of modern technology, where the creative 

Arabic calligraphic styles have been shown in new and very different designs 
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(Silsilah,et.al., 2012). Turgut (2014) states that 'Calligraphy with its variety presented in 

material used in application, with its liveliness and originality of arrangement has been a 

popular design element in many graphical products' (40). This development has had both 

positive and negative impacts (see Chapter 2), changing the traditional image of Arabic 

calligraphy and its original religious and cultural meanings. The merging of these two art 

forms helps to show the identity of Arab graphic products and distinguish them from other 

products (Silsilah et.al., 2012). Section (1.4) discusses the success of the integration of 

Arabic calligraphy with other artistic fields such as architecture, interior design, fashion 

and fine art;  it can be argued that the integration of Arabic calligraphy with graphic design 

will succeed as well, regardless of the impact on the spiritual meanings and aesthetic 

expressions of this symbol associated with Islamic and Arab civilization (see Section 1.2).  

Table 18 summarises the views of graphic designers of four themes analysed in the 

previous sections: the status of graphic design as a contemporary art in the Kingdom, the 

integration of traditional calligraphy with contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture, 

the role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy and the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in the Saudi creative industry. The table displays the 

positive, negative or neutral views of the ten graphic designers in this group regarding the 

four themes. It is notable from Table 18 that most graphic designers were positive in their 

answers towards the four topics mentioned above, and none had a negative perception.  
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Participants  Participants’ perceptions toward the current of 

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4 

Designer 1 + + + + 
Designer 2 + + + + 
Designer 3 + + + + 
Designer 4 + + + + 
Designer 5 + ± ± ± 
Designer 6 + + + + 
Designer 7 + + + + 
Designer 8 ± ± ± + 
Designer 9 + + + + 
Designer10 + + + + 

+ (positive); - (negative); ± (neutral) 

 
Table 18. The views of graphic designers regarding the five themes discussed in interviews (Interview, June 

2016) 
 

 

 

 Findings from Governmental and Non-governmental Organisers’ 

Group 

The aim of this section is to answer the second research sub-question, which is concerned 

with the role that Saudi government policy has played in promoting and sustaining Arabic 

calligraphy as one of Saudi Arabia’s traditional handicrafts. To present responses of the 

interview questions in an easy and organized manner, questions were grouped under 

themes. Those chosen for the organisers’ group are: (A) the current status of handicrafts in 

the Kingdom; (B) the popularity of Arabic calligraphy as an Islamic art and a traditional 

craft; (C) the role of Saudi governmental and non-governmental artistic organizations in 

supporting Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers; (D) the role of heritage museums and art 

galleries in promoting Arabic calligraphy and (E) the role of artistic events and festivals, 
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such as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz, in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy. The 

aim is to understand the role played by Saudi government policies in the craft field in 

promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as one of Saudi Arabia’s traditional 

handicrafts.  

 

 Situational and Contextual Conditions 

 The Interview participants (Interviewees) 

Twenty individual interviews were conducted with ten governmental organisers (6 males 

and 4 females) and ten non-governmental organisers (7 males and 4 females), all of whom 

were working in organisations or bodies that are concerned with arts and handicrafts. To 

protect confidentiality of the participants and information, participants’ names have been 

substituted with (Gov-organiser 1, Gov-organiser 2 ...etc.). and (NGOs-organiser 1, NGOs-

organiser 2 ...etc.). The interviews were conducted in different cities. Gov-organiser 

interviewees working for the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage 

(SCTH) were interviewed in branches in Riyadh (2 interviews) and Jeddah (2 interviews). 

Those working for the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts (SASCA) were 

interviewed in Riyadh (2 interviews), while those working for Kiswa Al-Ka'ba factory were 

interviewed in Madinah (2 interviews) and King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing Complex 

were interviewed in Makkah (2 interviews). NGO-organiser interviewees worked for the 

al-Kateb Institute in Riyadh (3 interviews), the 'Hands Craft' Charity Association in 

Makkah (3 interviews), and the Arabic Calligraphy Institute for Charity Association in 

Makkah (4 interviews). The interviews were audio-recorded and some notes were taken. 

The interviews were transcribed and translated into English by the researcher and the 

textual data analysed.  
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 Saudi art and handicrafts organisers’ perceptions of the current status of 

handicrafts  

The perceptions of Saudi arts and handicrafts organizers were varied in this regard. Table 

19 shows that 90% of Saudi artistic governmental organisers’ perceptions were positive 

and 10% neutral, whereas 80% of Saudi artistic non-governmental organisers’ perceptions 

were positive, 10% neutral and 10% negative. 

 

 
Table 19. Saudi art and crafts organisers’ perceptions of the current status of handicrafts (Interview, February/ 

June 2016) 
 

 

 

The general trend was positive, with 14 out of 20 participants agreeing that the handicrafts 

sector currently has a positive status. 6 of them: Gov-organisers 1(male) and 3 (male) and 

NGO-organisers 2 (male), 6 (male), 7 (male) and 9 (female) disagreed with the other Gov-

organisers and NGO-organisers, believing that the handicrafts sector is weak compared to 

other cultural sectors. They considered that, in the age of technology, Saudi interest in 

handicrafts has diminished in terms of practice, production and purchase of craft products. 

The reasons for the majority of positive opinions are linked with the belief that the 

Kingdom is striving to develop the handicrafts sector and diversify its fields, also seeking 

sustainability in handicraft design (see Section 2.8). Gov-organiser 7 (female) stated that: 

 

Participants Positive Neutral Negative 

Governmental organisers 
Frequency (10) 8 2 0 

Percent (100%) 80% 20% 0 

Non-governmental organisers 
Frequency (10) 6 2 2 

Percent (100%) 60% 20% 20% 

The central tendency of both groups is positive 
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Traditional handicrafts are products that expressed our culture in traditional or innovative 

ways. Nowadays, Saudi Arabia has placed great emphasis on handicrafts by creating 

international as well as local markets for selling products (Interview, February 2016).  

 

She emphasised that the handicraft sector is important in terms of its relevance to the 

identity, traditions and history of the country (see Section 3.1 and 3.1.3). This sector is 

overseen by the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), an 

independent governmental organisation that implements Saudi government policies (see 

Section (3.1.4.2 and 3.1.3). It seeks to produce a world-class trademark for Saudi hand-

crafted products and aims to regulate this sector and expand investment into it (Maarouf, 

2006). Moreover, Gov-organiser 2 (male) said that: 

 

Saudi Arabia seeks to develop its handicrafts sector in a sustainable manner by providing 

employment opportunities for all sectors of society and increasing citizens' income, as this 

sector is considered a source of economic resources development and a factor for the 

revitalization of trade and tourism (Interview, February 2016).  

 

He pointed out that crafted activity is a national heritage reflecting the cultural identity and 

national originality of handicrafts for both Saudi nationals and for foreign tourists. He also 

asserted that the Kingdom is interested in developing the sector of handicrafts 

economically, and improving the image of handicrafts practice by providing job 

opportunities, increasing the income of citizens; thus benefiting from skilled craftspeople 

and transferring their expertise.  

The Kingdom is making substantial efforts to try to revive handicrafts of all kinds 

because of their association with Arab-Islamic identity and heritage. NGO-organiser 1 

(male) stated that:  
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The culture of Saudi Arabia is the combination of customs and traditions, music and dance 

and arts and handicrafts, a rich sector that has been shaped by its Islamic heritage, its 

historical role as an ancient trade centre, and its Bedouin traditions (Interview, June 2016).  

 

Furthermore, NGO-organiser 8 of the arts and handicrafts sector (female) explained that:  

 

Saudi handicrafts are specialized skills which are passed on from one generation to another; 

they constitute the livelihood of the craftspeople and artisans in the Kingdom (Interview, 

June 2016). 

 

The views of these two NGO-organisers were positive towards the current state of 

handicrafts in Saudi Arabia. Handicrafts are the cultural heritage of every country, passed 

down through generations (see Section 3.1 and 3.1.3). They also agreed that the handicrafts 

sector in the Kingdom includes several important aspects related to Saudi society, e.g.: the 

historical aspect associated with Arab and Islamic heritage, the national aspect associated 

with Arab Islamic identity, the entertainment aspect related to the social life of Saudis, the 

educational side and the economic side. These aspects are discussed in Chapter 1. 

 

 Saudi art and handicrafts organisers’ perceptions of the current popularity 

of Arabic calligraphy as an Islamic art and a traditional craft 

It seems that the majority of Saudi arts and handicrafts organizers hold positive perceptions 

of the current popularity of Arabic calligraphy as an Islamic art and traditional craft. Table 

20 shows that 90% of Saudi governmental artistic organisers and 70% of non-governmental 

organisers interviewed held a positive perception of this matter. None of the organizers 

held a negative perception.  
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Table 20. Saudi art and crafts organisers’ perceptions of the popularity of Arabic calligraphy as a craft 
(Interview, February/ June 2016) 

 

 

16 out of 20 participants agreed that traditional Arabic calligraphic designs are still 

appreciated and in demand. They also believed that its designs play a significant role as a 

form of art and as a symbolic representation of cultural identity.  

Gov-organiser 3 (male) and NGO- organisers 1 (male), 6 (male) and 7 (male) were 

not in disagreement with other graphic designers but they expressed concerns that Arabic 

calligraphy is not popular in Saudi Arabia because it does not receive enough interest in 

terms of presentation, organization and coordination between calligraphers and organizers 

responsible for arts, both inside and outside the Kingdom. They believed that traditional 

Arabic calligraphy needs more interest and focus in order to protect its traditional designs 

from change over time or from its fusion with other fields of design. 

The general trend of Table 20 is positive. Following are some statements that were 

representative of the views expressed by the majority of interviewed organisers. Gov-

organiser 2 (male) contended that: 

 

Arabic calligraphy visually represents Arabic language and other Arab societies. It also 

reveals the identity of Arabic culture, and is considered a fundamental component of 

Islamic Art (Interview, February 2016).  

 

Moreover, Gov-organiser 8 (female) stated that:  

Participants Positive Neutral Negative 

Governmental organisers Frequency (10) 9 1 0 

Percent (100%) 90% 10% 0 

Non-governmental organisers Frequency (10) 7 3 0 

Percent (100%) 70% 30% 0 

The central tendency of both groups is positive 
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The art of Arabic calligraphy is now becoming more and more popular and more developed, 

where calligraphic designs, especially Qur'anic designs, are used to decorate houses, 

schools, universities, streets and shops (Interview, February 2016).  

 

Both agreed that Arabic calligraphy, as one of the traditional handicrafts of Arab-Islamic 

heritage, is popular in the Saudi Arabia. A factor influencing its popularity is the link with 

the Arabic language as well as Islam, since their inceptions in the Arabian Peninsula (see 

Sections 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3). This close connection between them signifies multiple meanings 

associated with spirituality, religion and Arab-Islamic identity (see Section 1.3.4). The 

verses of the Qur'an have been written in various calligraphic patterns throughout history 

(see Section (2.2). These calligraphic patterns represent the Holy Qur’an as a linguistic text, 

an aesthetic pattern and a spiritual medium (Osborn, 2008). The verses of the Holy Qur'an 

have multiple meanings beyond their words (ibid.). NGO-organiser 5 (male) explained that: 

 

Arabic calligraphy is decorative Arabic writing and one of the highest art forms of the Arab 

world. This is partly because strict Muslims disapprove of art which represents humans or 

living things. Thus, Gulf countries including the Kingdom have a growing reputation as 

lovers and buyers of calligraphic art (Interview, June 2016).  

 

He emphasised that Arabic calligraphy is an Islamic art, originated by Arab and 

Muslim artists at the inception of Islam to translate their feelings and show their creativity 

because of the Islamic prohibition to portray and draw humans or animals (see Sections 1.1 

and 2.5.1). Also, he praised the significant role that Arabic calligraphy has played as a form 

of Islamic art and as a symbolic representation of cultural identity in Saudi Arabia and other 

Gulf countries. Furthermore, NGO-organiser 10 (female) proposed that: 
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The popularity of Arabic calligraphy is reflected in the Arabic calligraphic designs 

embroidered and printed in men's or women's clothing, and in designs engraved on 

household utensils and furniture, as well as in designs carved in indoor and outdoor 

decorations in homes, mosques, companies and libraries (Interview, June 2016). 

 

She pointed out that Arabic calligraphy has gained great popularity in Saudi Arabia through 

the appearance of its various designs in the fields of design, particularly on fashion products 

(not religious calligraphic designs), household utensils, interior and architecture designs for 

houses, mosques, libraries and companies. This proves the success of the fusion of Arabic 

calligraphy with the fields of design (fashion, interior design, architecture design, fine art 

and graphic design (see Section 1.4). The use of Arabic calligraphy in these fields of design 

has helped the emergence of innovative designs and products far from the traditional 

productions of Arabic calligraphy, thus contributing to the expansion of its popularity.  

 

 Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers’ perceptions of the current role of 

Saudi governmental and non-governmental artistic organizations in 

supporting Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers.   

The current role of organizations in supporting Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers split 

the opinions of this group more than any other topic under consideration. Table 21 shows 

that the majority of both Gov-organisers (70%) and NGO-organisers (60%) had a positive 

perception; however, both sets of organisers showed a significant minority, 30% and 40% 

respectively, with a negative perception. None could be described as having a neutral 

outlook on this topic. 
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Table 21. Saudi art and crafts organisers’ perceptions of the role of Saudi governmental and non-governmental 
artistic organizations in supporting of Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers (Interview, February/ June 2016) 

 

 

 

Table 21 shows that 13 participants out of 20 agreed that the current role of governmental 

and non-governmental artistic organizations in Saudi Arabia is effective. They praised the 

role of these organisations in providing job opportunities, intensive training courses and 

workshops for craftspeople and, at the same time, improving the image of handicrafts as a 

decent livelihood in the Kingdom. At the same time, they praised their role in developing 

handicrafts industries that contribute to the advancement of these crafts and make them 

financially viable, both nationally and for tourism, by facilitating artisans’ funds, 

encouraging investment and developing effective marketing strategies. 

Seven participants [Gov-organisers 1 (male), 3 (male) and 7 (female) and NGO-

organisers 2 (male), 6 (male), 7 (male) and 9 (female)] with a negative perception agreed 

that the current role of artistic governmental and non-governmental organizations is 

effective. However, according to them, the coordination between Saudi ministries and 

governmental and non-governmental organizations is very poor. Their perception is similar 

to the findings of Al-Ghabban et al.'s (2007) study (see Section 3.1.1.6). They believe that 

the absence of coordination has affected the level of contribution of calligraphers, who are 

working in isolation producing their artworks on demand and not contributing to annual 

events in their field.  

Participants Positive Neutral Negative 

Governmental organisers Frequency (10) 7 0 3 

Percent (100%) 70% 0 30% 

Non-governmental organisers Frequency (10) 6 0 4 

Percent (100%) 60% 0 40% 

The central tendency of both groups is positive 
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The central tendency of  Table 21 is positive. Following are some Gov-organiser 

and NGO- organisers' statements that are representative of the views expressed by their 

majority toward the role of Saudi governmental and non-governmental artistic 

organizations in supporting Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers. Gov-organiser 10 

(female) stated that: 

 

Our work as a governmental organisation is to raise the value of the heritage of handicrafts 

and Arabic calligraphy with the help of non-governmental organizations. The aim of all 

organizations is to define the new generation with aesthetics of Arabic calligraphy and 

revive this Arabic legacy that has almost started to disappear (Interview, February 2016).  

 

Gov-organiser 5 (male) explained that: 

 

The role of Saudi governmental and non-governmental organizations is to protect 

production by enacting the necessary laws relating to quality, workmanship and intellectual 

protection, and encouraging the masters of the handicrafts to teach new generations in 

schools or institutions (Interview, February 2016).  

 

These two Gov-organisers praised the role played by organizations and bodies responsible 

for arts and handicrafts in the Kingdom, whether governmental or non-governmental, in 

supporting Arabic calligraphy and calligraphers. The activities of these organisations are 

discussed in depth in Sections ( 3.1.4.1, 3.1.4.2, and 3.1.4.3). The research has shown that 

such organizations have one goal: to support and protect Arab-Islamic arts and handicrafts 

from loss and support transmission over generations. Moreover, they aim to protect 

handicrafts and calligraphic products through the enactment of commercial laws aimed at 

preserving and sustaining this cultural heritage and supporting it economically. NGO-

organiser 1 (male) contended that: 
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The role of artistic organizations is very important, whether governmental or non-

governmental, in enacting handicrafts rules, spreading incentives, encouraging handicrafts 

investment and attracting tourists both inside and outside Saudi Arabia. Equally, they are 

pivotal in establishing art centres in cities and villages, offering seminars and lectures, 

focusing on diversity, and establishing museums to present the history of handicrafts 

(Interview, June 2016).  

 

Furthermore, NGO-organiser 8 (female) stated that: 

 

The organisational role is focused on creating training courses in many cities on Arabic 

calligraphy, with good facilities and satisfactory salaries for the trainers; likewise 

establishing art galleries and annual competitions, at least twice a year, participating in 

regional and international conferences and providing seminars, lectures, valuable prizes 

and certificates of excellence (Interview, June 2016). 

 

These two Gov-organisers agreed that governmental and non-governmental organizations 

responsible for arts and handicrafts in the Kingdom have played their role in supporting 

calligraphy and calligraphers and that both these organizations responsible for arts and 

handicrafts in the Kingdom have played a significant role in supporting calligraphy and 

calligraphers. They praised the role of the supportive organization’s activities in organising 

the trade handicrafts market, displaying samples of handicrafts at sale points in tourist 

places inside and outside Saudi Arabia, providing training courses for handicrafts in arts 

and handicrafts centres in cities and villages, establishing museums and art exhibitions, 

participating in local and international conferences and providing seminars and lectures, 

annual competitions, and distributing incentives. The activities of these organisations are 

discussed in depth in Sections ( 3.1.4.1, 3.1.4.2, and 3.1.4.3). 
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 Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers’ perceptions of the current role of 

artistic events and festivals such as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz in promoting 

and sustaining Arabic calligraphy 

Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz are annual arts and handicrafts festivals held in the cities of 

Riyadh and Taif respectively (see Section 3.1.2). This section focuses on the participants’ 

perception of the current role of such festivals and other artistic events in promoting and 

sustaining Arabic calligraphy. Table 22 shows that a large majority of both governmental 

and non-governmental organisers, 80% and 90% respectively, had a positive perception of 

the role of these events in enhancing Arabic calligraphy. The remainder had a neutral 

perception. 

 

 
Table 22. Saudi art and crafts organisers’ perceptions of the role of artistic events and festivals such as 

Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz, in promoting Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February/ June 2016) 
 

 

In total, 17 out of 20 participants (85%) agreed that these annual events contribute 

to the revival of traditional Arabic calligraphy as well as other types of arts and handicrafts. 

They attributed this view to there being a large turnout of the general public, as well as 

school students and researchers working on Arabic and Islamic heritage, and they are 

considered to be commercial events that generate an economic return for craftspeople and 

artists.  

Participants Positive Neutral Negative 

Governmental organisers Frequency (10) 8 2 0 

Percent (100%) 80% 20% 0 

Non-governmental organisers Frequency (10) 9 1 0 

Percent (100%) 90% 10% 0 

The central tendency of both groups is positive 
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The three participants (Gov-organisers 3 (male), 7 (female) and NGO-organiser 6 

(male)) with a neutral perception believed that the current focus on Arabic calligraphy and 

its activities is not very wide at these events. They refer to a lack of diversity in calligraphic 

practices shown in workshops as well as to insufficient publicity in spreading Arab-Islamic 

culture and icons such as Arabic calligraphy. 

Following are some Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers' statements that are 

representative of the views expressed by the majority towards the role of artistic events and 

festivals in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy. Gov-organiser 1 (male) explained 

that:   

 

Arabic calligraphy is a common denominator for all Arab and Islamic arts; therefore we 

find it in all Islamic historical products displayed at these arts events and festivals because 

the features of Arabic calligraphy are capable of keeping up with developments and 

materials. Artists paint words on wood, ceramics, marble, glass, metals, textiles and paper 

during these arts events (Interview, February 2016).  

 

Moreover, Gov-organiser 6 (male) noted that  

 

There are attempts by some calligraphers of both sexes to teach the public some of the 

Arabic calligraphic styles and improve their handwriting through the work of arts 

workshops within these events, which have attracted a large audience from the public, 

especially children. There is also a large collection of calligraphic paintings at the artistic 

exhibitions presented at these events, as well as calligraphic paintings in the art 

competitions (Interview, February 2016).  

 

These two Gov-organisers believed that artistic events and festivals such as Jenadriyah and 

Souk Okaz play a positive role in promoting and sustaining the Arabic calligraphy in all its 

different styles and forms. They praised the role of activities at these events, including art 

exhibitions, art competitions with material prizes and the sale and purchase of handicrafts 
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and calligraphic products. Visitors can attend training courses and workshops in Arabic 

calligraphy in particular, given by artists and craftspeople of both genders most of them 

Saudi citizens. NGO-organiser 5 (male) stated that: 

 

As an artistic non-governmental organization, we are interested in opening art exhibitions 

for all types of arts, especially in the most important annual events that integrate all arts 

activities, such as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz. These festivals include art competitions, art 

exhibitions, historical art galleries, a market for the sale of handcrafts and other events 

(Interview, June 2016).  

 

Furthermore, NGO-organiser 4 (male) stated that:  

 

The role of these events and festivals in promoting Arabic calligraphy depends on the 

calligraphers or artisans who present their artworks there. As a responsible non-

governmental organization for arts and handicrafts, our doors are open to all craftspeople, 

artists and amateurs from both sexes to present their works in these events and festivals 

(Interview, June 2016). 

 

These two NGO-organisers agreed that these annual artistic events and national festivals 

have a positive role in promoting and sustaining handicrafts in general and Arabic 

calligraphy in particular. They believed these events are a good opportunity for 

craftspeople, artists and calligraphers to present their works to the largest audience. Also, 

they praised the role of such events to revive the economy through the selling of handicrafts 

or Arabic calligraphic works, and competitions are held and awards are granted to the 

applicants, thus creating a spirit of competition in these national events. 
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 Saudi art and handicrafts organisers’ perceptions of the current role of 

heritage museums and art exhibitions in focusing on Arabic calligraphy 

The central perceptions of the participants were split on this topic between positive and 

negative, but not as clear as the role of organizations in this field (see Section  5.2.3.1.1.3). 

The responses received from the participants from Saudi arts and handicrafts organizers 

varied between positive, negative and neutral. However, as Table 23 shows, the large 

majority of governmental and non-governmental organizers (80% each) had a positive 

perception of the current role of heritage museums and art exhibitions in Saudi Arabia in 

focusing on Arabic calligraphy. 

 
 
 

 
Table 23. Governmental organisers and Non-governmental organisers’ perceptions of the role of heritage 

museums and art galleries in advertising and presenting Arabic calligraphy (Interview, February/ June 2016) 
 

 

 
 

In total, 16 participants out of 20 agreed that museums and art galleries have 

important roles in highlighting the importance of Arabic calligraphy. They believed that 

this role is representative in displaying paintings written in Arabic calligraphy and 

highlighting the aesthetics of Arabic calligraphy through the collection of new and old 

manuscripts, in places such as the National Museum in Riyadh, the Prophet Muhamad 

(peace be upon him) Museum and the Haram Mosque in Makkah, and the Madinah 

Museum, as well as temporary art exhibitions held at universities and schools. 

Participants Positive Neutral Negative 

Governmental organisers Frequency (10) 8 0 2 

Percent (100%) 80% 0 20% 

Non-governmental organisers Frequency (10) 8 0 2 

Percent (100%) 80% 0 20% 

The central tendency of both groups is positive 
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Conversely, four of the participants [Gov-organisers 1 (male) and 7 (female) and 

NGO-organisers 6 (male) and 7 (male)] had a central negative perception and believed that 

the current focus on Arabic calligraphy in heritage museums and art galleries in Saudi 

Arabia is actually limited, and that not all museums place an emphasis on Arabic 

calligraphy. They claimed that there are no independent museums or art galleries dedicated 

to Arabic calligraphy that would present its history, styles, and developments within the art 

and design fields. But they praised the private efforts from some calligraphers to establish 

art galleries which do this. Moreover, they thought that, despite the arguable levels of 

emphasis on Arabic calligraphy in museums and art galleries, there is a large number of 

visitors to these places, including other artists as well the general public. 

Some of the Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers' statements that are representative 

of the views expressed by their majority towards the role of heritage museums and art 

galleries in focusing on Arabic calligraphy are presented here. Gov-organiser 9 (female) 

contended that: 

 

There are some fixed art exhibitions and museums that focus on Arabic calligraphy in some 

aspects. They are open to the Saudi population and tourists, especially in the main cities in 

Saudi Arabia such as the National Museum in Riyadh, the Prophet Muhamad (peace be 

upon him) Museum and the Haram Mosque in Makkah, and the Madinah Museum 

(Interview, February 2016).  

 

Moreover, Gov-organiser 4 (male) explained that:  

 

There are some permanent museums in the main cities of the Kingdom, such as Riyadh, 

Makkah, Madinah and Jeddah etc. One could also mention some permanent art exhibitions 

and temporary art galleries. The main goal of all these art museums is to preserve Islamic 

heritage including arts and handicrafts in general (Interview, February 2016).  
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These two Gov-organisers believed that the role of heritage museums and art exhibitions is 

positive with their emphasis on general arts and handicrafts as well as on Arabic calligraphy 

and ancient manuscripts. They pointed out that the purpose of these establishments is to 

strengthen the relationship between current Saudi society and its cultural heritage. They 

emphasised that, in the Kingdom, there are numerous museums and permanent and 

temporary exhibitions throughout the year in the main cities, but there is a need to increase 

this number in other cities and towns. NGO-organiser 10 (female) said:  

 

There is great [visitor] turnout to artistic museums and exhibitions displaying the paintings 

by artists who are out of the scope of the traditional Arabic calligraphic designs through 

integrating these designs with fine art (Al-Hurufiyya). This integration creates new art with 

traditional and non-traditional designs; it is welcomed by the public due to its mixing of 

Arabic letters with abstract art in exciting harmony and formality (Interview, June 2016). 

 

Also, NGO-organiser 3 (male) stated that: 

 

In Saudi Arabia, the existence of museums and art galleries is a very important element in 

highlighting traditional and modern Arabic calligraphy and enhancing its standing in 

museums and art exhibitions. This is one of the original arts that highlight cultural and Arab 

identity and the cultural depth that exists in the history of the Arabian Peninsula (Interview, 

June 2016).  

 

These two NGO-organisers emphasised that the roles of heritage museums and art 

exhibitions are important in several aspects; in education, tourism development and the 

preservation of cultural heritage. This means the role of heritage museums and art 

exhibitions in Saudi Arabia in displaying Arabic calligraphy is important; they reflect the 

culture of society and display human capabilities in various fields (Corsane, 2004). They 

are not a depository of memories and monuments, but a source of inspiration, thinking, 
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creativity, research and knowledge of the development of the present and for building the 

future (ibid.). 

 

 Summarized Data Results for Arts and Handicrafts Organizers 

The perception gained from these interviews is that there are efforts in Saudi Arabia to 

strengthen Arabic calligraphy through Saudi governmental and non-governmental artistic 

organizations. There are also attempts to coordinate between these governmental and 

private artistic organizations in order to preserve Arab cultural heritage, draw the public’s 

attention to the practitioners of art and painting, and other Arab countries, attract interest 

in the artwork of exhibitions and museums, local and international and establish artistic and 

marketing events for this art and other handicrafts. As result of these attempts Arabic 

language and calligraphy became the focus of Saudi governmental and non-governmental 

organisation as part of Saudi heritage, particularly after the adoption of vision 2030 in 2018, 

see Section (3.1.1.4, 3.3.1 and 3.4.1). 

This section aims to answer the second research sub-question, concerned with the role that 

Saudi government policy has played in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy as one 

of Saudi Arabia’s traditional handicrafts. It is noteworthy from the discussion above that 

most of the Saudi governmental and NGOs organisers of arts and handicrafts were positive 

in their responses toward the five topics discussed, with relatively few negative or neutral 

opinions. Table 24 displays a summary of their responses to each theme discussed in 

Sections 5.2.3.1.1.1 to 5.2.3.1.1.5.  
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Participants of 

Governmental organisers 

Participants’ perceptions toward 

Theme A Theme B Theme C Theme D Theme E 

Gov-organisers 1 ± + - + - 
Gov-organisers 2 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 3 ± ± - ± + 
Gov-organisers 4 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 5 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 6 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 7 + + - ± - 
Gov-organisers 8 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 9 + + + + + 
Gov-organisers 10 + + + + + 

+ (positive); - (negative); ± (neutral) 

 

Participants of  

NGOs-organisers 

Participants’ perceptions toward 

Theme A Theme B Theme C Theme D Theme E 

NGOs-organisers 1 + ± + + + 
NGOs-organisers 2 - + - + + 
NGOs-organisers 3 + + + + + 
NGOs-organisers 4 + + + + + 
NGOs-organisers 5 + + + + + 
NGOs-organisers 6 ± ± - ± - 
NGOs-organisers 7 ± ± - + - 
NGOs-organisers 8 + + + + + 
NGOs-organisers 9 - + - + + 
NGOs-organisers 10 + + + + + 

+ (positive); - (negative); ± (neutral) 
 
 

Table 24. The views of the governmental and NGOs organisers of art and handicrafts of five themes discussed in 
interviews (Interviews, February/ June 2016) 

 

 

 

 



           

 385 

After presentation and analysis of qualitative data collected in the field work (2016 

- 2017) in Saudi Arabia, from selected occupational groups (calligraphers, graphic 

designers, and Gov-organisers and NGO-organisers), this research will analyse, in the next 

section, quantitative data and illustrate the possible relationships that emerge during 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis. 

 

 Quantitative Data Analysis and Findings 

During the fieldwork in 2016-2017 carried out in Saudi Arabia, a paper+pencil-

questionnaire was the tool employed to collect the data for the quantitative approach data 

analysis used in this research plus providing modern and traditional calligraphic pens for 

the last question. This approach is used to complement other data collected using the 

qualitative approach Section (4.3.2) explains the process of designing the questionnaire and 

its final draft. The questionnaire given to the participants18, was designed in brochure form 

that comprised six sections: section A (10 questions); section B (5 questions); section C (15 

questions); section D (10 questions); section E (10 questions); and section F (2 questions). 

Each section was designed to gather data to answer specific research questions, as discussed 

in the Methodology (see Section 4.3.2). The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

program (SPSS) was the chosen process for analysing the data from the questionnaires, as 

described in Section (4.3.2). 

There are four main elements in the quantitative data of this research; they need to 

be understood for an analysis to be carried out: 1) questionnaire variables; 2) statistical 

processing used; 3) statistical limits according to the measure of Likert (see Sections 4.3.2) 

and 4) results. 

 
18 See Appendix 4 A and 4B. 
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  Questionnaire Variables  

The questionnaire variables are data that are different for each participant. These variables 

are entered in the SPSS program to generate reports on responses from participants, which 

can then be analysed easily. There are two types of variables to be considered; 

A- Independent variables: gender, age range, occupational status and city. 

B- Dependent variables: responses to the six sections of the questionnaire. 

The target group-size for the questionnaire comprised 100 participants; all returned 

their questionnaires fully completed and unspoilt, i.e. responses were legible, all the 

questions were answered and no question had more than one answer (Table 25). 

 

 

 

Table 25. The target group size of the final questionnaire was 100 participants (none missing) with different 
variables. (The table was designed by the researcher based on SPSS results) 

 

 

 

The independent variables which serve to show the make-up of the participants are 

presented in the following tables as percentages in terms of gender (Table 26), age category 

(21-30, 31-40, 41+) (Table 27), occupational status (student, employed, unemployed) 

(Table 28) and the place where they lived or worked (Riyadh- Makkah- Madinah- Jeddah- 

Taif) ( Table 29).  

 

 

City Occupation Age Gender  

100 100 100 100 Valid 

0 0 0 0 Missing 

100 100 100 100 Total 
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Table 26. The percentage of males and females who participated in the questionnaires, based on SPSS results 

 

 

 
Table 27. Participants in the questionnaire by age category (2016-2017), based on SPSS results 
 

 

 

 
Table 28. Participants in the questionnaire by occupational status, based on SPSS results 

 

 
 

 
Table 29. Participants in the questionnaire by city (research scope), based on SPSS results 

 

Percentage Frequency Sex group No 

46% 46 Male 1 

54% 54 Female 2 

100 100 Total  

Percentage Frequency Age group No 

40% 40 21-30 1 

32% 32 31-40 2 

28% 28 41+ 3 

100 100 Total  

Percentage Frequency Occupational Status  No 

36% 36 Student 1 

46% 46 Employed 2 

18% 18 Unemployed 3 

100 100 Total  

Percentage Frequency City No 

27% 27 Riyadh 1 

16% 16 Mecca 2 

15% 15 Madinah 3 

16% 16 Jeddah 4 

26% 26 Taif 5 

100 100 Total  
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Table 30 details the independent variables of the occupational status and gender 

split of the participants within the age range of each gender. The percentage numbers 

indicated represent the percentage of the whole group, not a percentage of the gender sub-

groupings; for example, the table shows that 20% of all the participants were male and 21 

to 30 years old, compared to 21% who were female and 21 to 30 years old.  It does not 

mean that 20% of the men were 21 to 30 years old (that percentage would be 43.5%). 

Similarly, 7% of all the participants were employed females of 41 years old and over. It 

does not mean that only 7% of the older women (41+ years old) were employed (that 

percentage would be 53.8%). 

 

 

 
Table 30. The percentages of each gender group and its relationship with the other categories. The table was 

designed by the researcher based on SPSS results 
 

 

 

 Statistical Processing19  

In the questionnaire, the Likert scale (ordinal scale) was used for the responses (see Section 

4.3.2). This ordinal scale is used to calculate the mean and standard deviation that allows 

 
19 Statistical Processing is the process of manipulating or classifying statistical data into various categories with the object 
of producing statistics. 

No Participants’ Gender Age Category Participants occupation 
Sex Percent Age Percent Occupation Percent Occupation Percent 

1 Male 46% 
21-30 20% Student 16% Unemployed 4% 
31-40 11% Employed 11%   
41+ 14% Employed 14%   

2 Female 54% 
21-30 21% Student 21%   
31-40 21% Employed 13% Unemployed 8% 
41+ 13% Employed 7% Unemployed 6% 

 Total 100 Total 100 Total 100 
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descriptive statistics, the first level of analysis to be applied, followed by correlational and 

inferential analyses (Jamieson, 2004). As explained in Section (4.5.2.2), descriptive 

analysis describes the central position of distribution for a data set, and computes 

measurements of central tendency (e.g., mean, median, mode) as well as measurements of 

variability/dispersion (range, standard deviation) of the responses of 100 participants to the 

six sections of the questionnaire. 

 The Statistical Limits According to the Likert Measure  

The Likert (1932) scale consists of five points, as shown in Figure 140, to respond to the 

questionnaire; it has three models: 1) Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, Strongly 

Disagree; 2) Very High, High, Medium, Poor, Very Poor and 3) Excellent, Good, 

Moderate, Bad, Very Bad. Additionally, Table 31 shows the statistical limits according to 

the Likert measure used to draw the results of the questionnaire and to determine the trend 

of the participants' views (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 140. Likert scale used to measure responses in the questionnaire. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Neutral Strongly agree

Positive Negative 

Disgree

Undecided

AgreeStrongly disagree

Poor Medium High Very high Very poor 

Bad Moderate Good ExcellentVery bad

1 2 543
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No Response Mean Central tendency 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

1 Strongly 
disagree 

Very poor 
Very low Very bad 1.00 - 1.80 

Strongly disagree, very 

poor, very bad, very low 

2 Disagree Poor, low Bad 1.81 - 2.60 Disagree, poor, bad, low 

3 Neutral Medium Moderate, 
Fair 

2.61 - 3.40 Undecided 

4 Agree High Good 3.41 - 4.20 Agree, high, good 

5 Strongly 
agree Very high Excellent 4.21 - 5.00 

Strongly agree, very 

high, excellent 
 

Table 31. The statistical limits according to the Likert measure  
 
 
 
 

 Results 

The questionnaires consist of nominal independent variables such as gender and age etc., 

and ordinal dependent variables such as responses to the six sections of the questionnaire. 

The results were inserted in the SPSS program. The questionnaire used for data collection 

consists of six sections, with the first five sections using closed questions and the final 

section consisting of one closed and one open questions (see Section 5.3). The questions in 

these sections20 aim to answer the research question and sub- questions. These closed and 

open questions were manually entered in SPSS by the researcher with the help of a 

statistician at Middlesex University, to avoid facing problems in coding data from the actual 

survey. For this research, 47 questions were entered in the programme: sections A (10 

questions), B (5 questions), C (10 questions), D (10 questions), E (10 questions) and F (2 

questions). 

 
20 See Appendix 4 A and B. 
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 The analysis of the questionnaire data is presented section by section from A to E, 

and this research question and sub-questions will be stated and discussed in the following 

sections. 

 

  Section A analysis: The role of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabian culture and its creative industry in light of advances in 

technology and the Machine Vs. Human question. 

Section A in the questionnaire consists of ten questions (Q1 to Q10) that focus on the first 

sub-question regarding the role of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia's culture and its 

creative industry and also the research's second sub-question concerning the understanding 

of the status of Arabic calligraphy amongst other forms of art; moreover, the fourth sub-

question asks if Arabic calligraphy is being sustained in light of advances in technology as 

part of the Machine Vs. Human discussion. 

Section A consists of multiple-choice answers ranging from Very Low to Very High 

for which the participants could choose one of the options per question. The responses are 

measured for this analysis using Model 2 of the Likert scale (see Table 31). The statistical 

results are shown in Table 32. It would normally be the case when presenting statistical 

analysis that the frequency be shown as well as percentage. However, because there were 

100 participants in the data group, the frequency will always be the same number as the 

percentage; therefore, in order to simplify the visual aids, frequency will not be stated. 
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QA Very 
high High Medium Poor Very 

poor Total Mean Central 
tendency 

Q1 Percent 37% 20% 27% 7% 9% 100 3.69 High 

Q2 Percent 79% 19% 2% 0 0 100 4.77 Very high 

Q3 Percent 88% 12% 0 0 0 100 4.88 Very high 

Q4 Percent 17% 22% 40% 11% 10% 100 3.36 Medium 

Q5 Percent 36% 42% 19% 2% 1% 100 4.12 High 

Q6 Percent 21% 46% 26% 3% 4% 100 3.77 High 

Q7 Percent 40% 32% 8% 14% 6% 100 3.86 High 

Q8 Percent 38% 31% 18% 13% 0 100 3.94 High 

Q9 Percent 44% 29% 22% 5% 0 100 4.12 High 

Q10 Percent 38% 36% 18% 5% 3% 100 4.01 High 

The central tendency for section A is 4.05 (High) 

 
 

Table 32. Responses to Section A of the research questionnaire (Q1 – Q10), based on SPSS results 
 

 
 

The questions in section A are to ascertain if the general appreciation of Arabic 

calligraphic products is high amongst Saudis, whether these be handmade or by machine. 

The participants' responses in Table 32 for the ten questions range from Medium to Very 

High. More than half of the participants (57%) believe that traditional Arabic calligraphic 

designs are popular in Saudi Arabia (Q1). This result, although only based on a sample of 

100 people, indicates that Arabic calligraphy is still popular, supporting the outcomes of 

discussions in Sections (1.1 and 1.3.4), which indicate that these designs are popular in the 

Islamic and Arabic worlds and can be found on a diverse range of materials such as paper 

medium, clothes, tiles, vessels, carpets, arabesque and inscriptions (Chapman et al., 2014), 

due to the fusion of Arabic calligraphy with other art and design fields such as fine art, 

fashion, interior design, architecture, graphic design. This matches what was emphasised 



           

 393 

by 16 of the Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers: that traditional Arabic calligraphic 

designs are still appreciated and in demand in the kingdom (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.2). 

Q2 referred to the level of association of traditional Arabic calligraphy with the 

Holy Qur'an -- the overwhelming majority of participants (98%) agree there is a strong 

association between them. This follows the discussions in Section (1.2), which use semiotic 

theory to explain how Arabic calligraphy and Arabic calligraphic designs (signifiers) 

indicate multiple linguistic and spiritual meanings (signified) that a reader would relate to. 

Traditional Arabic calligraphic designs are symbols that signify the words of God in the 

Holy Qur'an. This matches what was emphasised by Saudi arts and handicrafts Gov-

organisers 2 and 8, that Arabic calligraphy is considered a fundamental component of 

Islamic Art, where the verses of the Qur'an have been written in various calligraphic 

patterns throughout history (see Section 2.2). Also, Designer 5 stated that Arabic 

calligraphy is associated with the Qur'an and the Islamic faith (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.2). 

Q3 indicated the level of association of traditional Arabic calligraphy with national 

identity and Arabic language. The great majority of participants (100%) agreed there is a 

strong association between them; as discussed in Section (1.3.4), the use of traditional 

Arabic calligraphic designs on the Saudi flag, football players T-shirts and Kiswa Al-Ka'ba 

present the Arab-Islamic identity. Arabic calligraphy is a primary form of art for Islamic 

visual expression; its aesthetic principles are a reflection of the cultural values of the 

Muslim and Arab world. This matches what was emphasised by Calligrapher 6, that Arabic 

calligraphy plays an important role in consolidating cultural identity (see Section 

5.2.1.1.1.1). 

Q4 referred to the popularity level of handicrafts. The majority of participants 

(40%) who chose 'Medium' to answer Q4 agreed that handicrafts are popular but need more 

interest. Traditional handicraft is a powerful legacy that needs to be maintained and cared 
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for, otherwise products will lose their identity and culture. Thus, the Saudi government 

established a national strategy in 2007 to preserve handicrafts (see Section 3.1.1.6), which 

it aims to promote and sustain. This corresponds to what was confirmed by five of the Saudi 

arts and handicrafts organisers, that the handicrafts sector needs interest from the Saudi 

government and Saudis in terms of practice and production, as well as sale and purchase, 

of craft products (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.1). 

Q5 addressed the significance of the economic aspect of Arabic calligraphy as one 

of the traditional handicrafts. The majority of participants (78%) were aware of the 

importance of the Saudi economic aspect in enhancing Arabic calligraphy and supporting 

calligraphers (see Section 3.4.2.1). This cultural symbol contributes an economic return in 

general for the State and for individuals, which corresponds with what was emphasised by 

10 of the Saudi calligraphers: financial support is very important for craftspeople, including 

calligraphers (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.2). The importance of design sustainability in Saudi 

industry was discussed as well as Saudi economic sustainability (see Section 2.8). 

Q6 also addressed the significance of tourism for Arabic calligraphy as one of the 

traditional handicrafts. The majority of participants (67%) were aware of the importance of 

Arabic calligraphy and the importance of tourism for disseminating traditional designs and 

historical values to the rest of the world (see Section 3.1.3). They were also aware that 

Arabic calligraphy is considered a tourist symbol with a role in promoting tourism. This 

corresponds to what was emphasised by 13 Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers: the 

handicrafts sector is considered a source of economic resource development and a factor in 

the revitalization of trade and tourism (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.1). At the same time, two of 

the Saudi arts and handicrafts NGO-organisers confirmed that the roles of heritage 

museums and art exhibitions are important in several aspects in tourism development (see 

Section 5.2.3.1.1.5). 
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Q7 referred to the desire of Saudis to buy hand-made products that contain Arabic 

calligraphic designs, while Q8 indicates the desire of Saudis to buy machine-made products 

that contain such designs. The mean responses to Q7 (72%) and Q8 (69%) are 'High', 

indicating that people accept everything that is traditional or new. Most participants desired 

to buy traditional handmade designs, equivalent to their desire to buy designs made by 

machine as long as these products did not conflict with their faith or social life. This 

corresponds to what was emphasised by 3 of the Saudi calligraphers (1, 5, and 10) that 

machines have contributed to the practice of Arabic calligraphy without losing its identity, 

and has contributed to its popularity by shortening the time and costs spent on creating its 

forms (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.5).  

The ‘High’ response to Q9 shows that the majority of participants (73%) are 

satisfied with modern Arabic calligraphic designs that are associated with technology. The 

integration of Arabic calligraphic traditional designs with modern technology to create new 

designs does not distort the traditional designs but produces them in creative and innovative 

designs. This is confirmed by studies mentioned in Sections (1.4.4, 1.4.4.1 and 3.4.5), such 

as Alnajdi (2011), Zeyad (2004), Osborn (2008), Vweaah et al. (2006), Al-Hussaini (2003) 

and Rashad (2014). They have confirmed that technology has made an important 

contribution to the development of this ancient art to maintain its relevance for new 

generations in the modern digital era. Also, Arabic calligraphy has a historical legacy that 

had been transmitted through generations; it has never been stagnant, as the range of 

different styles that have been developed along the centuries will testify (see Sections 1.3 

and 1.3.3). It would be reasonable to believe that it should continue to evolve with new 

designs for future generations. This is contrary to the theory of Adonis (1973), which says 

that heritage is illogical and a hindrance to modernity or creativity, as discussed in Section 

(1.3.3). In other words, and following what was emphasised by three of the Saudi 
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calligraphers (1, 5, and 10), technological development and machinery assist in the 

production of high-quality products of Arabic calligraphy, which helps to improve its 

appearance on the Internet (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.5).  Also, Designer 4 emphasised that the 

technological and contemporary revolution contributed to the dissemination and promotion 

of Arabic calligraphy (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.4). 

Q10's responses imply that most participants (74%) are satisfied with the current 

Arabic calligraphic products, whether these products are handmade or made by machine. 

 

 Section B analysis: The role that Saudi Arabian government 

policies have played in the field of arts and handicrafts in 

promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy  

Section B of the questionnaire consists of five questions (Q1 to Q5). These focus on the 

second part of the research question, which aims to explore the role that Saudi Arabian 

government policies play in the field of arts and handicrafts in promoting and sustaining 

Arabic calligraphy as one of the traditional handicrafts. The research's second sub-question 

asks if these policies preserve the status of Arabic calligraphy amongst other modern forms 

of art. The third sub-question asks about the factors that have shaped the current status of 

Arabic calligraphy. 

 Each question in section B corresponds to one of the five factors (see Section 3.4) 

identified as affecting Arabic calligraphy (organisational, financial, educational, social 

awareness, technological). Participants’ responses were selected from multiple-choice 

answers that are a range of percentages, then transposed onto the Likert scale Model 2 (see 

Table 31 and Table 33). 
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Table 33. Likert scales used to measure the responses to the questionnaire 
 

 

 

The responses for this analysis are measured using Model 2 of the Likert scale. The 

statistical results are shown in Table 34. 

 

 

 
 

Table 34. Responses to Section B of the research questionnaire (Q1 – Q5), based on SPSS results 
 

 

 

The majority of participants think that the three factors - organizational, financial 

and social awareness (OF, FF and SAF respectively in Table 34) - are not effective in their 

role of maintaining and supporting Arabic calligraphy, based on what they see, hear and 

practice in their social life. They also viewed the educational and technological factors (EF 

and TF in Table 34) as weak.  

90%-100% 70%-80% 50%-60% 30%-40% 10%-20% 
Very high High Medium Low Very low 
4.21 - 5.00 3.41 - 4.20 2.61 - 3.40 1.81 - 2.60 1.00 - 1.80 

QB 90%-100% 70%-80% 50%-60% 30%-40% 10%-20% Total Mean Central 
tendency 

Q1 
(OF) Percent 14% 11% 22% 38% 15% 100 2.71 Medium 

Q2 
(FF) Percent 15% 12% 23% 26% 24% 100 2.68 Medium 

Q3 
(EF) Percent 0 8% 20% 38% 34% 100 2.02 Low 

Q4 
(SAF) Percent 13% 12% 22% 30% 23% 100 2.62 Medium 

Q5 
(TF) Percent 11% 15% 14% 29% 31% 100 2.46 Low 

The central tendency for the section B is 2.49 (Low) 
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In relation to Q1, more than half the participants (53%) think that the current support 

from organisations, both governmental and non-governmental, is not sufficient in this area. 

This view is in spite of there being many governmental and non-governmental 

organisations in the arts and handicrafts field that exist to support Arabic calligraphy, as 

identified in Sections (3.1.1 and 3.1.4). This point of view may indicate a lack of co-

ordination between these organizations; therefore, their role does not have the expected 

impact. This point of view matches the findings of the qualitative analysis interviews 

conducted for this research; for example, six of the Saudi calligraphers and seven Saudi 

arts and handicrafts organisers confirmed that Arabic calligraphy receives little attention 

from the formal arts and handicrafts organizations (see Sections 5.2.1.1.1.1 and 

5.2.3.1.1.3). 

In Q2, half of the participants (50%) agreed that financial support for Arabic 

calligraphy is not adequate; again, in spite of the many governmental organisations, such 

as the Human Resources Development Fund (HRDF) and Al-Ma'aweah Fund (Alsahlawi 

and Mubark, 2011), which offer interest-free loans to help craftspeople start their own 

business and for SME  (see Section 3.3.1). Similarly, non-governmental organisations, such 

as the Chambers of Commerce and Industry and the Abdul Latif Jameel Fund offer interest-

free loans and low interest loans to craftspeople, see Section (3.1.1.5). For further 

discussions on organisations providing funding (see Section 3.1.1.1). The perceived 

deficiencies in the financial factor may be due to insufficient publicity of the subsidized 

loans from government and non-governmental institutions for small businesses and 

companies, to their inadequacy, or perhaps to a lack of public appreciation of the profession 

of calligrapher in relation to its low income. This way of thinking corresponds to the 

findings of the qualitative analysis of the interviews conducted for this research; for 

example, four Saudi calligraphers emphasised that there is a problem in raising financial 
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support in coordination with the organizers associated with Arabic calligraphy (see Section 

5.2.1.1.1.2).  

The educational factor was the topic for Q3; the majority of participants (72%) 

believed that its role in supporting Arabic calligraphy is relatively weak. This weakness 

may have several causes, as discussed earlier in Section (3.4.1.1). The absence of Arabic 

calligraphy as an independent subject with its own textbook in curricula since 2009 has 

impacted negatively the knowledge and practice it among students. This corresponds to 

what was emphasised by all of Saudi calligraphers: the importance of teaching calligraphy 

in schools and universities in order to educate the Saudi community about its importance 

(see Section 5.2.1.1.1.3). 

Q4 questions the role of the social awareness factor in promoting and maintaining 

Arabic calligraphy. More than half of the participants (53%) believed it to be weak. This 

perception could result from ineffective awareness campaigns to educate people about the 

importance of the handicrafts industry, especially Arabic calligraphy and its role in the 

national economy. As mentioned earlier in Section (3.1.3), the Saudi public should 

understand that the handicrafts industry constitutes an important part of Saudi civilization, 

culture, heritage and national economy. This way of thinking matches what was 

emphasised by 4 Saudi calligraphers, who spoke about the important role of social 

awareness in protecting traditional Arabic calligraphic designs from misrepresentation and 

the creation and spread of incorrect designs of Arabic calligraphic patterns (see Section 

1.4.4.1). 

Q5 addressed the technological factor and its effect in supporting and maintaining 

traditional Arabic calligraphic designs. More than half (60%) of participants thought that 

this factor is affecting Arabic calligraphic designs negatively, while 26% thought its effect 

is positive. This division among the participants is reflected in academia. The study by 
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AbiFarès (2001) confirmed that in the second half of the twentieth century there was a lack 

of programs that supported the Arabic language and its letters; at the same time some 

computer-generated calligraphic designs exhibited change in their patterns. However, 

Rashad (2014) confirms that in the twenty-first century artists and calligraphers began 

taking advantage of the new computer programs that supported the Arabic language to 

produce modern designs of Arabic calligraphy. This way of thinking matches the findings 

of the qualitative analysis of the interviews conducted for this research; for example, six 

Saudi calligraphers emphasised that the use of technology to produce calligraphic products 

is a potential precursor of the disappearance of Arabic calligraphy and its profession (see 

Section 5.2.1.1.1.5). 

 

 Section C analysis: The role of and relationship between graphic 

design and Arabic calligraphy in Saudi culture and creative 

industries 

Section C of the questionnaire consisted of ten statements (S1 to S10), focussing on the 

first part of the research question, which investigated the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design, as well as the more specific first, fourth and fifth sub-

questions: the role and relationship between graphic design and Arabic calligraphy in 

Saudi Arabian culture and its creative industries; the effect of changing the spiritual and 

cultural meaning of Arabic calligraphic designs in the creative industry, which is 

considered a responsible party for preserving Islamic traditions, and the sustainability of 

Arabic calligraphy in light of advances in technology and the machine vs. human 

discussion. 
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Section C consisted of multiple-choice options ranging from Disagree to Strongly 

Agree for which the participants could choose one option per statement. The opinions were 

measured for this analysis using Model 1 of the Likert scale (see Table 31). The statistical 

results are shown in Table 35. 

 

 

 

 

Table 35. Responses to Section C of the research questionnaire (S1 – S10), based on SPSS results 
 

 

 

 

In S1, the majority of participants (60%) agreed that technology has affected 

traditional Arabic calligraphic designs. This opinion coincides with Saudi public 

participants’ responses to Q5 of section B (see Section 5.3.4.2), and the answers of 6 Saudi 

calligraphers concerning the technological factor in promoting Arabic calligraphy. It also 

  SC Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

disagree Total Mean Central 
tendency 

S1 Percent 31% 29% 21% 19% 0 100 3.72 Agree 

S2 Percent 52% 32% 16% 0 0 100 4.36 Strongly 
Agree 

S3 Percent 69% 29% 2% 0 0 100 4.67 Strongly 
Agree 

S4 Percent 9% 15% 17% 35% 24% 100 2.50 Disagre
e 

S5 Percent 71% 29% 0 0 0 100 4.71 Strongly 
Agree 

S6 Percent 46% 26% 15% 6% 7% 100 4.43 Strongly 
Agree 

S7 Percent 39% 31% 14% 11% 5% 100 3.88 Agree 

S8 Percent 44% 28% 19% 4% 5% 100 4.59 Strongly 
Agree 

S9 Percent 39% 36% 21% 4% 0 100 4.10 Agree 

S10 Percent 30% 33% 16% 12% 9% 100 3.63 Agree 

The central tendency for the section C is 4.05 (Agree) 
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seems to confirm the studies by Alnajdi (2001) and Al-A'ani (2013), which emphasize that 

the use of a computer program in designing Arabic calligraphic design threatens Arabic 

calligraphy, may negatively affect its styles and rules and encourages the spread of modern 

free calligraphic styles in commercial products. The study of Al-Saqer (2010) also confirms 

that the distorted Arabic calligraphy styles produced with a computer do not carry the same 

aesthetic values as the original Arabic calligraphy styles. 

In S2, the majority of participants (84%) strongly agreed that young people are 

losing handwriting skills because of technology. Zeyad's (2004) study confirms that with 

the use of computers to write and design Arabic calligraphic designs, young people risk 

losing their handwriting talents, i.e. the ability to visualize forms before they are written, 

and the hand-eye coordination skills needed to produce them. This corresponds to what was 

stressed by all interviewed Saudi calligraphers: the importance of focusing on Arabic 

calligraphy in the early stages of school as well as in universities and institutes (see Section 

5.2.1.1.1.3).  

In S3, more than half of the participants (98%) strongly agreed that learning 

traditional Arabic calligraphy by hand (paper and ink) is better than creating Arabic 

calligraphic designs by using a computer, whether scanned as a photograph or with 

typesetting process. Al-Kufi (2002) emphasizes that the use of technology to produce 

Arabic calligraphic designs does not show their beauty as hand drawing would, but there is 

a place for computers for training and re-writing the letters over and over again with ease 

(see Section 1.5). This way of thinking matches what Designer 2 proposed, that the 

calligrapher’s hand ‘expresses the creativity that is in his mind’, while the computer should 

be ‘an assistant…which can be used in the final output.’ This also corresponds with what 

the Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920) emphasised about the significance of crafts and 

tradition for the artist's inspiration, see Section (1.6). Similarly, in SC4 more than half of 
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the participants (59%) agreed that the use of computers to practice Arabic calligraphic 

designs is not helpful. They believed that Arabic calligraphy represents a spiritual icon 

which signifies their religion and Arab and Islamic identity; computers are machines that 

lack the spirit to create Arabic calligraphic designs. As Rashad (2014) confirms, there are 

some calligraphic styles, such as the Thuluth and Ta'liq (see Section 2.9), that are difficult 

to reproduce faithfully using these programs because of their precision and complexity in 

design.  

In S5, a large majority of the participants (100%) strongly agreed that traditional 

Arabic calligraphic designs for Qur'anic manuscripts signify both linguistic and spiritual 

meanings. Vweaah et al. (2006) underlines this point of view, because these designs have 

been linked to the holiness and grandeur of religious phrases of the Holy Qur'an and the 

Hadith. Arabic calligraphy's spiritual significance offers a privileged position as a major 

form of artistic expression in Islamic culture as figurative art was, and still is, prohibited in 

Islam (it denotes worshipping idols) (Teparić, 2013) (see Section 1.6), so Arabic 

calligraphy (signifier) becomes an expressive means to the words of God (signified) (see 

Section 1.2). In SC6, 72% of the participants strongly agreed that the use of traditional 

Arabic calligraphic designs in the creative industries signify rather poorly, as the religious 

context has been supplanted by a commercial context. This way of thinking corresponds to 

the findings of the qualitative analysis of the interviews conducted for this research; for 

example, Designer 5 stressed that traditional Arabic calligraphic designs in industrial 

products have become abstract patterns with only linguistic meanings (see Section 

5.2.2.1.1.2). 

In S7, 70% of the participants agreed that graphic design emphasises Arabic 

calligraphy in more modern rather than traditional form. Rashad (2014) confirms that 

traditional Arabic calligraphic designs in modern graphic design work reflect their original 
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beauty in commercial products. This way of thinking matches what 9 Saudi designers 

proposed, that modern designs have affected Arabic calligraphy positively. Designer 9 

suggested that ' Arabic calligraphy has returned to the art arenas again, in the form of 

modern technology' (Interview, February 2016), see Section (5.2.2.1.1.2). 

In S8, the majority of the participants (72%) strongly agreed that the presence of 

traditional Arabic calligraphic designs on graphic products has helped to disseminate these 

designs throughout the Arab World and further. Blair (2008) emphasizes that Arabic 

calligraphy is no longer a traditional form of art with static meaning, following its 

integration within graphic design; instead, it has become global, and seen a change in the 

way it is used and viewed (ibid.). This way of thinking corresponds to what was stated by 

nine Saudi designers, that the technological and contemporary revolution contributed to the 

dissemination and promotion of Arabic calligraphic designs through graphic products to 

the largest possible audience (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.1). 

In S9, 75% of the participants agreed that the fusion of Arabic calligraphy with 

graphic design is considered one of the developments of Arabic calligraphy along with 

other art and design fields. This is underlined by Vweaah et al. (2006) in his argument that 

the integration of modern-design thinking with regional, local and traditional handicrafts 

creates a positive fusion similar to that between Arabic calligraphy and other art and design 

fields such as architecture, fashion, etc. (see Section 1.4). This matches the findings of the 

qualitative analysis of the interviews conducted for this research; for example, eight Saudi 

designers stressed that the idea of integrating Arabic calligraphy with graphic design is a 

positive development (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.2). 

In S10 63% of the participants thought that it may be acceptable to integrate graphic 

design with Arabic calligraphy in the advanced stages of education. Al-Yami's (2018) study 

states that some Saudi ministries, including the Ministry of Education, have been 
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restructured and have changed their policy to meet the requirements of Vision 2030. In that 

context, it would be acceptable to teach students how to integrate graphic design with 

Arabic calligraphy to produce new artistic products. This position corresponds with what 

Designer 9 confirmed: that graphic design can be used to emphasise the beauty of Arabic 

calligraphic designs in a more innovative way to attract people's attention and interest, more 

than would achieved by continuing in the traditional formats only (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.4). 

 

 Section D analysis: Requirements to enhance Arabic calligraphy  

Section D of the questionnaire consisted of ten phrases that indicated requirements for the 

enhancement of Arabic calligraphy (R1 to R10). Participants had to arrange these 

requirements in order of precedence from 1st to 10th. These phrases focussed on the second 

part of the research question, which aimed to understand the role that the Saudi government 

policies play in the field of arts and handicrafts in promoting and sustaining Arabic 

calligraphy as one of the traditional handicrafts, and the second sub-question which asked 

if these policies preserve the status of Arabic calligraphy amongst other modern forms of 

art. 

The participants had to give each requirement in Table 37 a ranking of priority. The 

statistical results are shown in Table 36.  Each requirement is ranked according to the 

participants as a collective, based on higher score (see Table 37). 
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Section D The priority requirements to enhance Arabic calligraphy 
Total 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 
R1 Percent 9% 27% 12% 6% 6% 7% 6% 13% 4% 10% 100 

R2 Percent 14% 9% 5% 10% 10% 9% 17% 3% 13% 10% 100 

R3 Percent 3% 15% 32% 6% 11% 6% 8% 4% 13% 2% 100 

R4 Percent 1% 4% 8% 13% 6% 11% 18% 22% 12% 5% 100 

R5 Percent 8% 8% 5% 13% 11% 10% 4% 11% 19% 11% 100 

R6 Percent 7% 6% 15% 10% 7% 8% 10% 7% 12% 18% 100 

R7 Percent 35% 12% 5% 7% 11% 3% 12% 7% 5% 3% 100 

R8 Percent 14% 7% 4% 5% 7% 19% 14% 11% 8% 11% 100 

R9 Percent 3% 9% 8% 12% 17% 15% 10% 6% 5% 15% 100 

R10 Percent 6% 3% 6% 18% 14% 12% 1% 16% 9% 15% 100 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100  

(The highlighted box indicates the most popular choice for each ranking) 
 

 
Table 36. Responses to Section D of the research questionnaire (R1 – R10), based on SPSS results 
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Ranking of 

importance 
Requirements 

Higher 

score 

1st R7 
Making Arabic calligraphy a mandatory subject to study at schools 

in all the stages of public education. 
35% 

2nd R1 
Financial support by the government of Saudi Arabia, that 

represented by its ministries and institutions. 
27% 

3rd R3 
Creating governmental centres for training courses for learning 

Arabic calligraphy for free or nominal fees. 
32% 

4th R10 
Encouraging modern Arabic calligraphic designs that incorporated 

with the other fields of art and design. 
18% 

5th R9 
Appreciation the profession of calligrapher and distinguish it from 

other professions because of the importance of what it does in 

promoting the Arab-Islamic culture and identity. 

17% 

6th R8 
Social awareness through the media and social networking to the 

importance of Arabic calligraphy. 
19% 

7th R2 
The focusing of Arab state media and privately-owned Saudi media 

to display photos from exhibitions and annual competitions, and to 

highlight the importance of Arabic calligraphy as cultural heritage 

17% 

8th R4 
The integration of graphic design with Arabic calligraphy to create 

new designs based on traditional and modern design. 
22% 

9th R5 

The establishment of seminars and lectures aimed at preserving 

Arabic calligraphy as cultural heritage and identity of the 

community and the language of the Holy Qur’an under cultural 

globalization. 

19% 

10th R6 
The local and global marketing to art works and handicrafts products 

including Arabic calligraphy -whether drawn, carved, printed and 

sewn designs 

18% 

 
Table 37. Priority ranking of each requirement according to the participants as a collective, based on higher 

score  
 

 

 

As shown from Table 37, a majority of 35% of participants chose R7 as the No.1 

priority, indicating that making Arabic calligraphy (with all its styles) a mandatory subject 

at schools in all the stages of public education should be the first priority to support its 
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promotion. This result matches the findings of the qualitative analysis of the interviews 

conducted for this research; for example, all Saudi calligraphers stressed the importance of 

teaching Arabic calligraphy in the early stages in schools as well as in universities and 

institutes (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.3). It also matches the findings of many studies that have 

addressed the importance of teaching Arabic calligraphy in schools (see Section 1.7), such 

as Bahri (1973,1978), Rehab (1984,1993), Alfi et al. (1993), Anwar (1994), Shehawy 

(1996), Hawari (1997), Al-Eid (2000, 2009), Abdul-Hai (2005), Attar (2008) and Ahmed 

(2014).  

The requirement most chosen (32%) as the third-ranked priority is R3: creating 

governmental centres for calligraphy training courses for free or nominal fees. This choice 

matches Calligrapher 2’s and 9’s statements, as well as Saudi art and handicrafts NGO-

organiser 8’s position, that many of the governmental and private sector institutions are 

organising training courses to support young talent in the Kingdom,  helping students to 

improve their talents and reach for the highest levels, see Section (5.2.3.1.1.3). 

The most popular choice (18%) as the fourth-most important requirement is to 

encourage modern Arabic calligraphic designs that incorporate other fields of art and 

design (R10). Its incorporation into other fields has served Arabic calligraphy by spreading 

its traditional styles and also Arab-Islamic culture. Section (1.4) considers the historical 

merging of Arabic calligraphy with art and design fields. For example, in architectural 

design, the traditional designs of Arabic calligraphy have been engraved prominently on 

buildings such as mosques, citadels and palaces since the inception of Islam (George, 

2010). In more recent decades, Arabic calligraphy has been incorporated within fine art 

(the Al-Hurufiyya movement), fashion design and visual media, i.e. graphic design 

(Khajavi, 2019). This corresponds to what 9 Saudi designers confirmed, that modern 

designs of Arabic calligraphy are attempts to revive the designs of old Arabic calligraphy 
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and mix them with contemporary arts and modern techniques to attract people's attention 

(see Section 5.2.2.1.1.4). 

In fifth place, by participants' choice (17%), is appreciation of the profession of 

calligrapher and the need to distinguish it from other professions (R9) as an important factor 

in promoting the Arab-Islamic culture and identity. The calligrapher's profession has been 

neglected for a long period of time and therefore must be supported by governmental and 

non-governmental organizations (Vweaah et al., 2006). This is similar to what 

Calligraphers 3 and 9 explained, that with the progress of modern technology, and the 

emergence of mechanical alternatives to handwritten Arabic calligraphy, the profession of 

calligrapher has almost been lost (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.5). 

The phrase most chosen (22%) as the sixth-ranked priority is R8: social awareness 

through the media and social networking of the importance of Arabic calligraphy. This 

requirement was discussed in Section (3.4.4), explaining that awareness campaigns do not 

receive the required care; they should be organized on a larger scale to educate people of 

the importance of the handicrafts industry, which constitutes an important part of Saudi 

civilization, culture, and heritage (Al-Ghabban et al., 2007). With the appearance and 

prevalence of social networking platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, Arabic letters are 

being replaced with foreign numbers, letters and symbols; therefore Arabic calligraphy and 

its traditional styles, associated with religion and Arab and Islamic culture, should be 

protected from change. This position corresponds to what was emphasised by ten Saudi 

calligraphers, that the social awareness factor plays an important role in supporting Arabic 

calligraphy and preserving its traditional designs (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.4). It corresponds 

also to the initiative of the Ministry of Culture to establish the calligrapher platform 'Khattat 

platform’ in 2020, which includes a number of skilled Saudi calligraphers and others, and 
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is interested in giving free online courses to teach different types of Arabic calligraphy, se 

Section (3.1.1.4). 

In seventh place, with 17% of the participants choice, is the focus of Arab state 

media and privately-owned Saudi media on displaying photos from exhibitions and annual 

competitions, in order to highlight the importance of Arabic calligraphy as cultural heritage 

(R2). The role of the media is very important in the economic prominence of the handicrafts 

industries, to urge the public to purchase handicrafts products and make them part of their 

daily lives (Ghabban et al., 2007). This way of thinking matches what was emphasised by 

ten Saudi calligraphers: that social media can help make people aware of art exhibitions 

and museums in Arab and Western countries which include Arabic calligraphy, see Section 

(5.2.1.1.1.4). 

The statement most chosen (22%) as the eighth-ranked priority is R4: the 

integration of graphic design with Arabic calligraphy and creation of new designs based on 

tradition but designed by modern character. This integration is not new, calligraphers are 

mixing traditional styles of Arabic calligraphy and contemporary forms produced by 

computer programs to create new styles and ideas (Roxburgh, 2003). This corresponds with 

the position of eight Saudi designers who support the idea of the integration of Arabic 

calligraphy with contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture (see Section 5.2.2.1.1.2). 

In ninth place by participant choice (19%) is the establishment of seminars and 

lectures aimed at preserving Arabic calligraphy as cultural heritage, community identity 

and the script of the Qur'an (R5). Art exhibitions and conferences are appropriate platforms 

for these seminars and lectures; they present all kinds of traditional and up-to-date arts and 

handicrafts. These exhibitions and conferences are organised by governmental and non-

governmental organisations such as the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National 

Heritage (SCTH), the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts and the Misk Foundation 
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(see Section 3.4.3.2). They attract many followers of traditional and modern arts and are 

good platforms for dialogue and discussion. This matches the findings of the qualitative 

analysis of the interview conducted with Saudi arts and handicrafts NGO-organiser 8; she 

praised the important role of the supportive organizations activities in providing seminars 

and lectures (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.3).   

In tenth place by popular choice (18%) is the local and global marketing of arts and 

handicrafts products, including Arabic calligraphy -- whether drawn, carved, printed and 

sewn designs (R6). The absence of good marketing of handicrafts products for a certain 

audience or culture threatens the existence of these important heritage industries (Wood, 

2011). As a result, craftspeople and practitioners lose their businesses and, eventually, their 

traditional skills and their ability to transfer their experience to the next generation (see 

Section 3.1.1.6). This corresponds to what was emphasised by Designers 9 and 13 of the 

Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers: the importance of efforts applied in marketing Arabic 

calligraphy to highlight its traditional patterns, and revive it again in an innovative way (see 

Sections 5.2.2.1.1.4 and 5.2.3.1.1.2).  

 

 Section E analysis: The role of supporting elements/platforms in 

enhancing the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and 

graphic design 

Section E of the questionnaire consists of ten supportive elements/platforms to promote the 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative industry, (SE/P1 

to SE/P10). They focus on the first part of the research question, which investigates the 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, and the second sub-question, 
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which asks about the role of the Saudi government policies on preserving the status of 

Arabic calligraphy amongst other modern forms of art. 

The participants were asked in this section to consider how important the ten 

particular supportive elements/platforms are in promoting the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design in the creative industry. Participants' responses are selected 

from multiple-choice answers based on the Likert scale Model 2 (see Table 31); Very Low; 

Low; Moderate; High; and Very High (see Table 38). 

 

 
QE The importance level of 10 supportive 

elements/platforms 
Total Mean Central 

tendency 
Very high High Moderate Low Very low 

SE/F
1 

Percent 38% 43% 9% 10% 0 100 4.09 High  

SE/F
2 

Percent 23% 43% 34% 0 0 100 3.89 High 

SE/F
3 

Percent 31% 40% 29% 0 0 100 4.02 High 

SE/F
4 

Percent 29% 39% 25% 7% 0 100 3.90 High 

SE/F
5 

Percent 39% 39% 11% 8% 3% 100 4.05 High 

SE/F
6 

Percent 29% 48% 20% 3% 0 100 4.03 High 

SE/F
7 

Percent 39% 36% 16% 9% 0 100 3.85 High 

SE/F
8 

Percent 48% 28% 24% 0 0 100 4.24 Very 
high 

SE/F
9 

Percent 38% 26% 30% 6% 0 100 3.96 High 

SE/F
10 

Percent 63% 24% 13% 0 0 100 4.50 Very 
high 

The central tendency for the section E is 4.05 (High) 

 
 

Table 38. Responses to Section E of the research questionnaire (SE/P1 – SE/P10), based on SPSS results 
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As Table 38 shows all the supportive elements stated in section E questions were 

considered of high or very high importance.  

In SE/P1, the vast majority of participants (81%) thought that the Internet and 

design programs are important elements in supporting and promoting the relationship 

between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative industry. As discussed in 

Section (2.4) the Internet is a form of mass communication 'medium', through which visual 

cultural icons such as traditional and modern Arabic styles have been disseminated around 

the world (Guity, 2014). Arabic calligraphic designs gain popularity and distribution 

through graphic design products such as logos, posters, magazine advertisements, 

brochures (print and digital); by using the Internet, graphic designers increase the 

opportunities available for them to create advertisements for selling a variety of goods and 

services (Al-A'ani, 2013). This opinion coincides with Saudi calligraphers 1 and 5, who 

praised the role of many Arabic websites and web pages that help in improving Arabic 

content on the Internet, and Arabic calligraphy as well as increasing awareness about its 

traditional designs (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.5). 

SE/P2 considers the importance of giving valuable prizes in art competitions or 

conferences to help motivate designers and calligraphers produce creative works. The 

majority (66%) believed this to be important. As mentioned, there are many governmental 

and non-governmental organisations that help Arabic calligraphy to survive by organizing 

workshops, training courses, artistic exhibitions and competitions (see Sections 3.1.1 and 

3.1.4). They also provide valuable prizes and awards at annual competitions in artistic 

exhibitions or heritage and cultural festivals for all art works and handicrafts (Ghabban et 

al., 2007). 

For SE/P3, 71% of the participants believed that intensive training courses are 

important in enhancing the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design. 
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There are many long and short training courses offered by governmental and non-

governmental organisations that aim to fully prepare their students for the Saudi labour 

market (see Section 1.7, 3.4.1.2 and 3.5). This opinion coincides with Saudi Calligraphers 

2, 6, and 9, as well as Designer 1, who emphasised that practicing in training courses and 

workshops helps to improve the skills of Saudi calligraphers or designers (see Sections 

5.2.1.1.1.1, 5.2.1.1.1.2 and 5.2.2.1.1.1). Saudi art and handicrafts NGO-organiser 8 also 

stressed the importance of training courses organised by governmental and non-

governmental organisation, see Section (5.2.3.1.1.3). Furthermore, this corresponds with 

the opinion of Saudi public participants, that creating governmental centres for training 

courses to support and preserve Arabic calligraphy is a third-ranked (R3) of the 

requirements (see Section 5.3.4.4). 

The majority of participants (68%) also agreed that arts exhibitions and conferences 

are important platforms to present all kinds of traditional and up-to-date arts and handicrafts 

(SE/P4). These exhibitions and conferences are organised by governmental and non-

governmental organisations such as the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National 

Heritage, the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts and the Misk Foundation (see 

Section 3.4.3.2). This opinion coincides with eight Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers 

who think museums and art exhibitions are a very important venue to display traditional 

Arabic calligraphy and its modern designs along with art and design products (see Section 

5.2.3.1.1.5).  

SE/P5 considers social networking platforms. 78% of the participants thought that 

the help to disseminate traditional and modern designs of Arabic calligraphy as well as 

graphic products such as posters, logos, and brochures. The use of these platforms 

contributes to raising social awareness among Saudis of the importance of preserving 

traditional designs of Arabic calligraphy and spreading modern designs fused with graphic 
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products (see Section 3.4.4). All Saudi calligraphers interviewed supported this idea (see 

Section 5.2.1.1.1.4).  

A similar number of participants (77%) believed that art competitions are important 

for the enhancement of the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design 

(SE/P6). These events also help to motivate calligraphers and designers, both national and 

international, in their work and to improve the quality of their production. This resonates 

with Calligrapher 2’s perception (see Section 5.2.1.1.1.2). These events also give them a 

chance to interact and share ideas with other designers and calligraphers from different 

countries (a similar claim is made by Saudi arts and handicrafts Gov-organiser 6 (see 

Section 5.2.3.1.1.4). According to Saudi arts and handicrafts NGO-organisers 5 and 8, these 

events are organised by some governmental and non-governmental organisations (see 

Sections 5.2.3.1.1.3 and 5.2.3.1.1.5).   

In response to SE/P7, 75% of the participants agreed that the use of high-tech 

machines to produce modern Arabic calligraphic and graphic designs is important. Modern 

designers and calligraphers combine typography, visual arts and page layout techniques by 

using professional computer software and hardware to produce creative products for printed 

products and, in addition, high-tech machinery, when reproducing these designs and 

patterns on ceramics, carpets and arabesque products (see Section 3.4.5.1). This opinion 

coincides with Saudi public participants responses to Q8 of section A (see Section5.3.4.1), 

where 69% of the participants desired to buy traditional Arabic calligraphic designs made 

by machines, whether scanned as a photograph or with computer-aided design. 

The SE/P8 focuses on cultural globalization, and 76% of the participants believed 

that it is an important element for the enhancement of the relationship between Arabic 

calligraphy and graphic design because it spreads their fused designs around the world. 

Sections 1.4.4, 2.9 and 3.1 discusses how globalization has changed the status of 
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handicrafts in all countries, including Arabic calligraphy. As discussed in Section (2.9), 

cultural globalization refers to the transmission of ideas, meanings, culture and values via 

the Internet, popular cultural media, and international travel (Osborn, 2008). Arabic 

calligraphy is a symbolic representation of the cultural heritage and identity of the Arab-

Islamic community and others; however, because of cultural globalization, it is susceptible 

to cultural appropriation and misappropriation (see Section 1.3.4). This opinion coincides 

with the perceptions of all Saudi designers interviewed in the qualitative approach, where 

they emphasised the importance of this element (see Section5.2.2.1.1.1).  

SE/P9 addresses the value of academic and non-academic seminars and lectures 

about the importance of enhancing the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic 

design in the creative industry. 64% of the participants believed that it is an important 

factor. These seminars and lectures should educate their audiences about the new 

developments of Arabic calligraphy and its intersections with other art and design fields 

such as graphic design. According to Saudi arts and handicrafts NGO-organisers 8 and 1 in 

the qualitative approach, these seminars and lectures are provided by governmental 

organizations such as universities, colleges and institutes as well as non-governmental 

institutes (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.3).  

As the previous question, SE/P10 provides the clearest majority, with 87% of the 

participants believing that art conferences are an important platform to enhance the 

relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in the creative industry. In 

general, regional and international conferences are good platforms for commercial and 

industrial activities (see Section 3.1.1.2). This resonates with Saudi arts and handicrafts 

NGO-organiser 8 in the qualitative approach, who emphasised the organisational role 

through participating in local and international conferences (see Section 5.2.3.1.1.3). 
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 Section F analysis: Knowledge and skills assessment: practical 

test 

Section F invited the participants to re-write a sentence in two different styles of Arabic 

calligraphy, then asked them two questions to assess and criticize what they wrote (Q1 and 

Q2). These questions focus on the third research sub-question, which aims to evaluate the 

aesthetic, technical, educational and cultural aspects of Arabic calligraphy among Saudi 

public.  

Q1 asked the participants to assess themselves through a multi-choice format in an 

attempt to measure the extent of the Saudi public's knowledge of the aesthetic, technical, 

educational and cultural aspects of Arabic calligraphy based on their own writing, as 

described in Section (1.6), and established if the participants were satisfied with their 

calligraphic abilities, based on their perceptions. Their responses were measured for 

analysis by using Model 3 of the Likert scale (see Table 31); Very bad; Bad; Fair; Good; 

and Excellent. Q2 established the reasons, if any, that had affected the quality of their 

calligraphic handwriting as they saw it. Their responses are categorized into five essential 

categories based on their answers (Talent, Self-education, Good governmental education, 

Lack of governmental education, Lack of practice). The statistical results are shown in 

Table 39.  

All the participants were given tools (questionnaire brochure and pencils plus 

providing modern and traditional calligraphic pens for the last question), but the 

environment and work surface were not standardised. Some of the participants were in 

outdoor places such as Jenadriyah the heritage and cultural Festival in Riyadh, and Souk 

Okaz in Taif, and some were in indoor places such as Taif University. 
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Table 39. Responses to Section F of the research questionnaire, question Q1 and Q2, based on SPSS results 

 

 
 

 
 

Table 40. The percentages per each reason of the participants' self-assessment 
 

 

The self-assessment results of Q1 in Table 39 show that 54% of participants have a 

clear negative opinion of their calligraphic skills than those with a clear positive one (27%). 

Also, the most frequently used Arabic calligraphic styles in Q1 were Naskh and Ruq’ah, 

because, as discussed in Section (3.4.3.1), they are the only styles taught in the 'my 

language' curriculum after cancelling the school Arabic calligraphy curriculum in 2009. 

This meant that their knowledge of the various Arabic calligraphic styles was limited. QF2 

investigated the reasons participants gave for their level of calligraphic writing skills. By 

far the two most popular choices among the participants was the lack of practice of Arabic 

calligraphy (38%), followed by the lack of governmental education in Arabic calligraphy 

(30%). Self-education and good governmental education were identified by 13% and 11% 

QF Excellent Good Fair 
 

Bad Very Bad Total Mean Central tendency 

Q1 11% 16% 19% 31% 23% 100 2.61 Fair 

Q2 Talent Self-education Good 
governmental 

education 

Lack of 
governmental 

education 

Lack of practice  Total 

8% 13% 11% 30% 38% 100 

Excellent Good Fair 
 

Bad Very Bad The reasons of the participants’  

self-assessment 11% 16% 19% 31% 23% 
5% 3% - - - Talent 8% 
4% 5% 4% - - Self-education 13% 

2% 8% 1% - - Good governmental education 11% 

- - 8% 12% 10% Lack of governmental education 30% 

- - 6% 19% 13% Lack of practice 38% 



           

 419 

respectively of the participants; and 8% of the participants believed that talent is the main 

influencing factor behind calligraphic writing ability. 

Table 40 shows the choice of reasons for each category; for example, under the 

‘Excellent’ and ‘Good’ categories, choices were limited to 3 reasons: 5% of the ‘Excellent’ 

category chose ‘Talent’, 4% chose ‘Self-education’ and 2% chose ‘Good governmental 

education’, while, under the Good’ category, 3% chose ‘Talent’, 5% chose ‘Self-education’ 

and 8% chose ‘Good governmental education’ as reasons.  By contrast, under the ‘Bad’ and 

‘Very bad’ categories, choices were limited to 3 reasons: 12% of the ‘Bad’ category chose 

‘Lack of governmental education’, and 19% chose ‘Lack of practice’, while, under the 

‘Very bad’ category, 10% chose ‘Lack of governmental education’ and 13% chose ‘Lack 

of practice’ as reasons.  It seems that improved education provision and opportunities to 

practice are critical factors in mastering Arabic calligraphy. 

From the responses of the participants to all six sections of the questionnaire, it can 

be claimed that the Saudi government, via its ministries and organizations responsible for 

the arts and handicrafts in the Kingdom, promote them by raising the levels of social and 

intellectual awareness. At the same time, these responses emphasise the importance of 

creating well-made objects, whether by hand or machine. The government should also 

consider continuing to teach Arabic calligraphy as an independent subject in the national 

curriculum in schools. As well as making this provision for future generations, there also 

appears to be a need to address the needs of the generation that has not studied Arabic 

calligraphy properly, by providing free intensive training courses within schools, 

universities and institutes in order to maintain this traditional art. 

It is also clear from the responses of the participants that there is a strong desire to 

buy Arabic calligraphic paintings, be they made by hand or machine, in Saudi Arabia. It 

can also be seen that the idea of integrating Arabic calligraphic design with modern graphic 



           

 420 

design and technology to create new products appeals to current consumer tastes as long as 

it does not distort the original traditional forms. These findings may encourage people to 

look at graphic design as a method to preserve Arabic calligraphy rather than to take its 

place. If these recommendations are taken into account they can help narrow the acceptance 

gap of merging Arabic calligraphy and graphic design by both young and old generations. 

To sum up, there are still many Saudis who consider Arabic calligraphy to be an 

important skill and profession which requires enhanced governmental, NGO and private 

sector interest and promotion by providing training courses and improving the financial 

prospects of stakeholders, whether educational or commercial, including calligraphers and 

designers.   

 

 Summary of Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis 

This research has found that there are slight differences between the results of the 

qualitative approach represented by the responses of functional groups (calligraphers, 

graphic designers, organizers) and the results of the quantitative approach represented by 

the responses of the Saudi public. Table 41 is a summary of the general results from the 

two approaches. It can be seen that there are several important themes that have helped to 

address this research question. These were discussed with participants in the interviews 

(calligraphers, graphic designers, arts and handicrafts organisers) and elicited from 

questionnaires (Saudi public). It is noticeable from the table that there is a large degree of 

agreement among the participants. For example, calligraphers and Saudi public participants 

agreed that the roles of the organisational and educational factors in preserving Arabic 

calligraphy are weak. Also, graphic designers and the Saudi public agreed that graphic 

design can enhance Arabic calligraphic designs through a more modern representation. At 

the same time, there are some differences in the attitudes expressed by professionals and 
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non-professionals. These slight differences are presented in several themes, as shown in  

Table 41 in dark colour. 

 

 Correlation between Answers and Profession 

As shown in Table 41, 6 out of 10 calligrapher participants believed that the financial factor 

is not weak in preserving Arabic calligraphy but it needs to be activated in coordination 

with the organizers who are interested in Arabic calligraphy. As discussed in Section 

(5.2.1.1.1.1), these interviewees mentioned the need of support from organisations 

responsible for the management of calligraphic products and for funding their small 

projects, in order for them to be maintained and developed within Saudi Arabia. However, 

more than half the participants from the Saudi public (non-professionals) thought that the 

current role of the financial factor in preserving Arabic calligraphy is weak, which was 

evident by talking with them while filling the questionnaires. This variation in the answers 

is likely to be because the participants from the calligraphers’ group are more familiar with 

the logistics of this support, such as banks, various funds and their lending conditions, than 

are members of the public. In addition, they know the economic value of their calligraphic 

works and the potential financial returns from the sale and purchase of handicrafts and 

calligraphic products at national and international events and exhibitions. 

As shown in Table 41, 5 out of 10 participants from the calligraphers group believed 

that the current role of the social awareness factor is efficient and very important in 

highlighting the importance of Arabic calligraphy. They were talking during the interviews 

about the use of the Internet and social programs in educating the Saudi community about 

the importance of the Arabic language and of publishing calligraphic designs that 

emphasise the importance of the artistic and spiritual aspects of Arabic calligraphy. Almost 



           

 422 

70% of the participants from the Saudi public (non-professionals) thought that the current 

role of the social awareness factor is not efficient, which was evident by talking with them 

while completing the questionnaires. This variation in the answers may have occurred 

because the participants from the calligraphers group knew how to access the official 

websites of governmental and non-governmental organizations in the arts and handicrafts 

field and thus see all the events. Also, they knew how to find publications related to training 

courses, workshops, educational lectures and local and international exhibitions through 

the Internet or local centres. They also knew how to use marketing sites for artworks and 

handicrafts to sell their artworks. On the other hand, the participants from the Saudi public 

think that Saudi society needs to make more effort to be aware of these most important 

symbols of its religious and cultural heritage through their private media and social media 

networks. 

The last slight difference obvious from Table 41 is that 14 out of 20 participants 

from the Saudi arts and handicrafts organisers believed that the current status of handicrafts 

is positive. They emphasised that Saudi Arabia places a significant emphasis on their 

handicrafts through its organisations, due to their relevance to the identity, traditions and 

history of the country. 40% of the Saudi public participants thought that the efforts made 

by the Saudi organisations are not adequate. The reason for this difference may occur 

because these organisers work in organisations that are interested in handicrafts, so they 

are close to them and to the craftsmen; therefore they believe this sector is popular and 

sufficiently widespread in the Kingdom. The Saudi public does not see this either because 

of its lack of interest in traditional handicrafts in this technological age, or because of 

insufficient advertising of these handicrafts, or the lack of interest in them in the education 

sector. 
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From the above analysis, it can be said that attitudes towards Arabic calligraphy and 

the factors which are affecting it varies according to profession. It also differs when 

assessed by officials, especially when it comes to the regulating laws. That being said, more 

than half of the participants, whether from calligraphers or graphic designers or organizers 

or the Saudi public, value the position of Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabic and recognise 

the need to preserve its status and its roots in Islamic culture. For the successful integration 

of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, the governmental institutions need to improve 

their policy to regulate how handmade products are produced and to encourage the use of 

graphic design to highlight the beauty of Arabic calligraphy. Teaching Arabic calligraphy 

needs to be mandatory not to only to improve handwriting skills but also to raise awareness 

among students about the major role Arabic calligraphy plays and its value. More forms of 

collaboration and advertisement need to be encouraged so that those who care about such 

traditional handicrafts and those who aim to improve product quality, in a way that reflects 

the current taste, can work together. They could be joined by regulators who can understand 

the needs and aspirations and introduce new laws, which protect professions and provide 

the needed support. 
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Table 41. The compression of views of participants from Qualitative and quantitative approaches of the 
important points of the research questions (Interviews and questionnaires, February/June2016) 

Findings from 

Qualitative approach 

The important themes that help to 

answer research question 

Findings from 

Quantitative 

approach 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 

C
al

lig
ra

ph
er

s  
Negative 

50% 
The current role of the organisational factor 
in preserving Arabic calligraphy. 

Negative 
53% 

Sa
ud

i p
ub

lic
 P

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 in

cl
ud

e 
St

ud
en

ts
, E

m
pl

oy
ed

, U
ne

m
pl

oy
ed

 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 

Positive 
60% 

The current role of the financial factor in 
preserving Arabic calligraphy. 

Negative 
50% 

Negative 
90% 

The current role of the educational factor in 
preserving Arabic calligraphy. 

Negative 
72% 

Positive 
50% 

The current role of the social awareness 
factor in preserving Arabic calligraphy. 

Negative 
53% 

Negative 
60% 

The current role of the technological factor 
in preserving Arabic calligraphy. 

Negative 
60% 

G
ra

ph
ic

 d
es

ig
ne

rs
 

Positive 
90% 

The current status of graphic design as a 
contemporary art and the effects of the 
technology to spread Arabic calligraphic 
designs in Saudi creative industry. 

Positive 
70% 

Positive 
80% 

The integration of traditional Arabic 
calligraphy into the graphic design as a kind 
of development in Saudi culture 

Positive 
75% 

Positive 
80% 

The current role of modern design played in 
traditional Arabic calligraphy 

Positive 
70% 

Positive 
90% 

The relationship between Arabic calligraphy 
and graphic design in creative Saudi 
industry. 

Positive 
70% 

Sa
ud

i o
rg

an
is

er
s o

f a
rt 

an
d 

cr
af

ts
  

Positive The current status of handicrafts in Saudi 
Arabia. 

Medium 
40% GOV 

60% 
NGO 
80% 

Positive The popularity of Arabic calligraphy as a 
craft in Saudi Arabia. 

Positive 
64% GOV 

90% 
NGO 
70% 

Positive The current role of Saudi artistic 
governmental and non-governmental 
organizations in preserving Arabic 
calligraphy.  

Positive 
53% GOV 

70% 
NGO 
60% 

Positive The current role of artistic and trade events 
and festivals such as Jenadriyah and souk 
Okaz, in promoting and sustaining Arabic 
calligraphy. 

Positive 
77% GOV 

80% 
NGO 
90% 

Positive The current role of heritage museums and 
art galleries in focusing on Arabic 
calligraphy. 

Positive 
68% GOV 

80% 
NGO 
80% 



           

 425 

Chapter 6 -  Conclusion and Recommendation for Further 

Work 

 Conclusion  

This thesis allowed me to develop insights into the work of calligraphers and graphic 

designers in the Saudi creative industry. The large volume of data generated through 

fieldwork (2016-2017) was analysed and presented here. 

In its practical application (interviews and questionnaires) this research set out to 

understand the relationship between Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in Saudi culture 

(the research question). I found that, for a large part of the population, Arabic calligraphy 

represents cultural heritage, identity of the Arab-Islamic community, the Arabic language 

and the Holy Qur'an. Also, I explored how the popularity of its traditional designs since its 

inception has continued into this century, due to the implementation of current Saudi 

policies to support and preserve the culture of traditional Arabic calligraphy and the 

profession of calligrapher in Saudi Arabia, in the light of modern technology, modern 

design and cultural globalization. As an example, the production of Arabic calligraphic 

designs in different styles on the cover of the Ka'ba every year and in copies of the Qur'an 

is an important role of the Saudi government as preserver of Arab heritage and guardian of 

Islamic religion and traditions. These two holiest of symbols are associated with religion, 

identity and the Arabic language to Muslims all over the world.  

My intention was to look at both what the Saudi government claims to do in this 

regard and to talk to people in the field, in order to understand how effective is its role in 
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preserving Arab identity, heritage and culture from loss, as well as protecting Saudi arts 

and handicrafts from negligence. As a result, I found that, in spite of some evident neglect 

in institutional management, the Saudi government has been quite effective in some 

important respects: it has managed to preserve the essential national identity, culture and 

heritage of Saudi/Arabic/Islamic culture, where this is one of the main goals of Vision 2030. 

The majority of participants in this study identified that the Saudi government, through its 

ministries, organisations, museums, exhibitions, markets, and other facilities, has achieved 

significant success in preserving traditional Arabic calligraphic designs. However, this does 

not justify complacency; there is more to be done. Some arts and handicrafts policies need 

to be more effective and to have a deeper reach. 

From my point of view, the real responsibility lies with the Saudi government to 

support and encourage calligraphers, graphic designers and the organizations of arts and 

handicrafts --infrastructurally, financially, socially and educationally. The required result 

from this support would be to establish a set of strong and stable benchmarks for traditional 

calligraphic design and for modern derivatives by group of skilled calligraphers and 

designers, whether they are all Saudi or not. This new base would be a valid reference 

model for every Arab or foreign calligrapher or graphic designer to avoid the misuse and 

misappropriation of calligraphic designs, as discussed in the second chapter of this 

research, taking into account the adaptations required by modern industrial/technological 

society while preserving the spiritual and cultural identity of this ancient script. Thus, the 

traditional Arabic calligraphic designs would be preserved, and new designs created for 

Saudis, Arabs and the rest of the world. 

Additionally, Saudi Arabia as an Islamic country is not only responsible for preserving 

Arab-Islamic culture and heritage but also for developing its national economy. Facing the necessity 

of working within the global markets to present its identity and culture, the Kingdom encourages 
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its artists and calligraphers to produce digital Arabic calligraphic designs that serve commercial 

purposes as an initiative to avoid the change of traditional designs that is occurring. 

In reality, Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia takes many forms: pure, traditional 

Islamic art; these forms integrated with art and design products in the creative industry, 

such as fine art, fashion and architecture, or as commercial art in graphic products for 

advertisement purposes. Its designs can be found in signage, posters, logos, corporate 

identities, business cards, and other printed advertising materials. Its development in 

conjunction with graphic design is considered a modern non-traditional art; this could be 

seen as a beneficial outcome as it mixes Arabic letters with graphic design art in exciting 

harmony and formality, welcomed by the Saudi public. This represents, at the same time, 

a positive outcome of the developments and fluctuations that Saudi Arabia has witnessed 

in its culture, economy and politics over the last three decades, from 1990 to 2020.  

I observed from the field-work (2016-2017) that graphic design combined with 

Arabic calligraphy form an improved medium of communication, especially to Arabs, 

Muslims and Arabic speakers. As a result of this fusion, the calligraphic designs used for 

commercial purposes embody cultural identity and connote linguistic meanings linked with 

products, unlike previous traditional designs that connote both spiritual and linguistic 

meanings in the text. This combination has also attracted the attention of Saudi Arabia's 

younger generations because of graphic design's association with modern technology, 

which in turn has helped strengthen the younger generations' relationship with their Arab-

Islamic national culture in the face of cultural globalization, which challenges societies 

around the world. Graphic design has also helped the Arab and Islamic creative industry to 

consolidate its image and identity in its products on the international markets. Reciprocally, 

the designs of traditional Arabic calligraphy have added new designs to graphic design and 

its products, especially in Arab and Islamic societies. 
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 Recommendations and Further Suggested Studies  

This study suggests that the idea of integration of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design is 

to accommodate contemporary communication needs, particularly in Saudi creative 

industry. This integration in design should be considered an evolution of Arabic 

calligraphy, in a manner similar to what has happened on many occasions, during its long 

history (see Section 2.2). This fusion, associated with modern technology and cultural 

globalization, is not new. From its inception, Arabic calligraphy has been incorporated into 

various fields of art and design such as architecture, interior design, arts and fashion. This 

integration of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design will contribute to solving major 

concerns identified by the majority of participants: losing Arabic cultural identity through 

modern Arabic calligraphic designs and shifting the inherent spiritual meanings related to 

the text of the Holy Qur'an when used in a commercial context. 

After looking into the current status of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, some 

of participants expressed their dissatisfaction and some expressed their satisfaction with the 

five identified factors in promoting and sustaining Arabic calligraphy: the organizational, 

financial, educational, social awareness, technological aspects. They emphasized the 

importance of improving the current role of each aspect. This research recommends further 

studies in each of these aspects, as indicated following. 

 

Recommendations for the organizational factor  

According to the participants, the efforts of Saudi organisations such as the Ministry of 

Culture and Information, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry 

of Labour and Social Development and the Ministry of Civil Service need to be interrelated 

in order to preserve and develop this original art. These organisations have to develop 

exhibitions, festivals and forums for this art, with a strict arbitration committee consist of 
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experienced artists, calligraphers, designers and craftspeople, whose rules serve to protect 

the products from artistic plagiarism/appropriation and the emergence of new influences 

that might change the traditional calligraphic styles. Encouraging scientific research into 

Arabic calligraphy should serve the same purpose, as well as interest in publishing 

specialized books, especially in Arabic, which would help the implementation of new 

studies in this field. This would also address the scarcity of references in Arabic that shed 

light on the field of handicrafts industries. This scarcity was one of the difficulties that 

prompted the researcher to seek references from non-Arab sources; although they are not 

closely associated with the subject, they have been used to support some indirectly related 

topics. This will help in the implementation of new studies in this or other fields of art and 

design.  

Furthermore, they should focus on establishing and developing Islamic art museums 

that are specialized in the history of Arabic calligraphy, with all its transformations and 

design developments within other art and design fields. Such museums already exist in 

other countries, for example:  

- The Arabic Calligraphy Museum (opened 1998) in Damascus, specialising in the Arabic 

alphabet and calligraphy; displaying related ancient manuscripts. 

- The Sharjah Museum (opened 2002) in the United Arab Emirates; one of the wealthiest 

museums with Arabic manuscripts. 

- The Egyptian Museum of Arabic calligraphy (opened 2015) in Alexandria.  

 

Recommendations for the financial aspect  

Based on the findings of this research, many effective strategies need to be studied and 

considered in order to promote and preserve existing handicrafts and revive those that have 

already disappeared; for example, providing more financial support from institutions and 
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governmental and non-governmental organizations for establishing and funding schools of 

Arabic calligraphy and graphic design, at the same time identifying the categories that are 

eligible for this support, and announcing these opportunities through the media and social 

media to reach every craftsperson, calligrapher and designer. Link the management of small 

enterprise support in the Saudi Ministry of Finance with the authorities responsible for arts 

and handicrafts in order to facilitate the loan process for artisans, calligraphers, and 

designers and provide short training courses on how to open projects on a sound financial 

basis.  

Moreover, the idea of producing portable handicrafts products to be sold to visitors 

in the kingdom should be promoted. Annually, during the tourist season and the Hajj and 

Umrah, there are approximately three million pilgrims, from all over the world, visiting the 

Hijaz region alone. This provides an opportunity that should financially strengthen and 

support Saudi Arabia's artisans and the economy of the Kingdom in general. 

 

Recommendations for the educational aspect and upskilling  

It is clear from the findings that the current role of this factor in the Kingdom is weak, that 

Arabic calligraphy needs effective educational strategies and study to preserve it as 

curriculum. For example, one such strategy could focus on teaching Arabic calligraphy in 

schools, taking into account the age stages of learning. Primary education could be used to 

improve handwriting in general of students and to teach the traditional calligraphic styles 

and their historical background. At the intermediate stage and onwards, the art of Arabic 

calligraphy could be taught by specialized teachers, merging its traditional designs with the 

field of art and design, including graphic design, to contribute to the evolution of Arabic 

calligraphy. These stages could also include the comparison of Arabic calligraphy designs 

with other fonts such as Chinese and Latin, and the production of innovative pieces of art 
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with traditional calligraphic designs combining the originality of the past and the 

developments of the present.  

Another relevant strategy would involve school and university trips to heritage 

museums, art galleries and exhibitions relevant to Arabic calligraphy, to emphasise its 

importance as a national, religious and historical symbol. These trips would also serve to 

exemplify the historical evolution of Arabic calligraphy in its designs, styles and 

developments within the fields of art and modern design.  

Moreover, intensive training courses for teachers who would teach Arabic 

calligraphy to address the current situation of poor standards in handwriting skills and weak 

knowledge of Arabic calligraphic styles among school teachers could be implemented. An 

improvement of standards in these skills among school children cannot be expected without 

providing skilled, specialist teachers. 

In addition, another excellent measure would be the creation of dedicated Arabic 

calligraphy departments for learning and training in Saudi universities within their art and 

design faculties or in independent colleges or universities. Such departments would be 

responsible for teaching the art and history of Arabic calligraphy and its fusion with the 

other design arts, as well as related arts curricula such as Islamic decoration, aesthetics and 

design arts and calligraphic art criticism. 

 

Recommendations for the social awareness aspect 

Arabic calligraphic designs need to be protected from outside influences that may dilute 

and diminish the characteristics and significance of Arabic calligraphy. Such a protective 

strategy would include the dissemination of audio-visual media on the importance of 

Arabic calligraphy to both Saudi society and the larger Arab community, highlighting its 

integration with the fields of art and design. Equally important would be displaying 
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television programmes specialized in Arab and Saudi handicrafts, whether educational or 

commercial. The role of such channels would be to show the importance of Arab and Saudi 

handicrafts, sell handicrafts products, interact with the public and answer their questions.  

Moreover, dedicating an independent national day to celebrate Arabic calligraphy 

should achieve significant effects; this event could also be part of the annual Day of Arabic 

Language, which is celebrated in the Kingdom on the 18th of December. Such an annual 

event would make the Saudi public mindful of the importance of Arabic calligraphy and its 

history, and this could be supported by giving it the possibility to attend lectures and 

practical training on all of the traditional Arabic calligraphic designs. 

 

Recommendations for the technological aspect 

The use of technology to revive and raise interest in the original art of Arabic calligraphy 

is a good theme of reflection. To begin with, there is a need to create more Arabic typefaces 

in computer programs, and modifying traditional Arabic calligraphic styles to better 

accommodate contemporary communication needs such as advertising, media, and 

electronic correspondence and documents.  

It is also important to establish independent art and design schools that include 

fields such as Arabic calligraphy, painting, graphic design, industrial design, printmaking 

and photography. Such schools would produce the graduate designers, artists and 

calligraphers needed in the advertising industry and technological trade, thus highlighting 

the importance of enhancing education in all the technological skills required from 

designers and calligraphers by the commercial business market to create products for 

commercial use. 

Together, these recommendations for organizational, financial, educational, social 

and technological aspects would provide a solid base upon which to build proposals to 
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firmly establish Arabic calligraphy throughout Saudi Arabian society. One would begin 

with education, from state elementary schools, studying its history, traditional patterns and 

meanings associated with the Qur'an, identity and Arab-Islamic culture, to higher education 

and vocational training, combining it with art and design areas such as graphic design, 

interior design, fashion and fine art etc., in order to create graduates that will succeed in the 

modern labour market.  One would then consider the workplace, where strategies would be 

put in place for governmental and non-governmental organisations to incentivize and 

support these professionals by expanding public interest and appreciation of their products. 

Finally, provisions for the future need to be made; these include finding strategies for 

calligraphy in conjunction with art and design, for their technological merging, which 

would keep products relevant and desired by the Kingdom’s internal market as well as the 

international market, while preserving the traditions, styles, and Arab-Islamic identity of 

Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia, and for the rest of the Arab World.  
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Tomb (1556 -1605), Agra, [Online Image] Available from:   
https://www.mapsofindia.com/agra/akbar-tomb.html [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 63. Tughra (Insignia) of Sultan Süleiman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66), (ca.1555–60), 
Istanbul, (64.5 x 52.1 cm) written in ink, opaque watercolour, and gold on parchment 
paper, [Online Image] Available from:  
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/449533 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 64. The use of the Kufic Basset (simple) style in the Egyptian film poster for ‘Almaz and 
Abdul Hamuli’ [almaz wa abdul hamuli] (1962), size: 27 x 39 litho, [Online Image] 
Available from:  https://www.musicman.com/00pic/6858.html [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 65. The use of the oldest Arabic calligraphy style (Kufic) as monograms for a new brand 
on the block, @uma.idn the Arabic monogram, danny_logo, [Online Image] Available 
from: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BqVk7rtnYKi/?utm_source=ig_share_sheet&igshid=45vio
h7z9xtu [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 66. The use of the Kufic Muzahar (floriated) style in graphic designs of a social nature that 
remind people about Ramadan Eid, one of the famous public celebrations for Muslims, 
[Online Image] Available from:  https://www.behance.net/gallery/10330539/Eid-Mubarak  
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 
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Figure 67. The use of the Kufic Mo’araq style in designing a banner for a theatre in Cairo -- from 
Hamid Aytac (1891/1982 Istanbul), [Online Image] Available from:  
https://pbs.twimg.com/media/DA-_LA1XoAAasrR?format=jpg&name=900x900 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 68. The use of the Kufic Handasi (square) style in designing logos for the law office of 
Looaye Al-Akkas, in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, [Online Image] Available from:  
https://99designs.co.uk/logo-design/contests/law-office-logomark-kufic-square-arabic-
calligraphy-780338 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 69. The use of the Kufic Muzaffar (plaited) style in designing a logo for a mosque in 
London under the name ‘Quba Mosque’ , [Online Image] Available from:  
https://nafezly.com/portfolio/4244- ءابق - دجسم - راعش  [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 70. The use of the Naskh style in the Egyptian film poster for ‘Bosses’, [al-gababera] 
(1981), size: 27 x 39 litho, [Online Image] Available from:  
https://www.musicman.com/00pic/11475.html [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 71. The use of the Thuluth style in football players' clothes in Saudi Arabia, 18/ 10/ 2020, 
designed by calligrapher Fahad Al-Majhdi,  [Online Image] Available from:  
https://www.hiamag.com/- ناصمق - نیزی - ثلثلا - طخ - يبرعلا - طخلا - ماع - يف -1264741 /رابخا/تاعونم

نب - دمحم - ریمألا - سأك - يرود - يف - نیبعالل  .[Accessed 01/10/20] ا
Figure 72. The use of Ta'liq Shaksatah (broken suspension) style in designing poster was designed 

for a Persian film - Gold Award, Reza Abedini (Iran), 'Dream of Dust', [Online Image] 
Available from:  https://leroidesbelges.wordpress.com/2012/10/28/week-2-reza-abedini-
and-persian-graphic-design/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 73. The use of Ta'liq Jali style in designing poster, Shadi Rezaei - Iranian graphic designer, 
Copyright 2007, Self_Postrait My Thoughts,  [Online Image] Available from:  
http://shadirezaei.com/index.php?/ongoing/posters/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 74. The use of the Ruq’ah style in an Egyptian movie poster, ‘The Good Earth’ [el-ard et-
tayeba] (1954), size 35.5 x 47 litho, [Online Image] Available from:  
https://www.musicman.com/00pic/11659.html [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 75. The use of the Diwani style in designing a poster for a calligraphy exhibition organized 
by the Egyptian embassy in Croatia, on the occasion of the Day of the Arabic Language, 
in 15th December 2015, [Online Image] Available from:  
https://nousha.wordpress.com/2016/03/08/calligraphy-exhibition-in-croatia-recap/ 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 76. The use of the Diwani Jali type (boat form) in designing a poster for an Arabic 
calligraphy workshop using Arabic text written in complex Diwani style, [Online Image] 
Available from:  http://n2nartgallery.com/masterclasses/arabic-calligraphy-diwani-style-
classes-2018/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 78. Royal seal from Banten: al-wāthiq billāh al-Sultan Abu al-Nasr Muhammad Ishak 
Zainal Mutakin al-Bantānī al- Shāfi‘ī al-... sanat 1219, “He who trusts in God, the Sultan 
Abu al-Nasr Muhammad Ishak Zainal Mutakin of Banten, of the Shāfi‘ī school of law, of 
..., the year 1219 (1804/5)” (#419). Leiden University Library, Cod.Or.2240.II.9. (Gallop, 
2018). 

Figure 79. Seal of Sultan Alauddin Riayat Syah of Pahang (r. 1614-1615), inscribed al-Sultan 
Alauddin Riayat Syah ibn Abdul Ghaffar Syah // al- wāthiq bi-al-... al-qā’īm bi-... 
khallada Allāh mulkahu wa-sultānahu ..., “The Sultan Alauddin Riayat Syah, son of 
Abdul Ghaffar Syah // he who trusts in the ... he who is steadfast ... may God preserve his 
realm and dominion ...” (#1677). Stamped on a peace treaty in Portuguese between the 
King of Pahang (El Rey de Pão) and Diogo de Mendonça Furtado, Capitão-mor of the 
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Southern Seas, on behalf of the King of Portugal, 16 August 1614. Biblioteca Nacional, 
Lisbon, Col. Pombalina, Cod.507, fol.511. (Gallop, 2018). 

Figure 80. A zoomorphic initial 'E'(xaudiat) with a partial border and line-fillers with birds, fish 
and hybrid creatures, France, Central (Paris or Reims), Additional 17868, f. 49v, British 
library, [Online Image] Available from: 
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=6
1554 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 81. Al-Basmalah in the form of a stork drawn by Mustafa Rakim Tashmektepli (d. 
Istanbul, 1767). This is a facsimile drawn by his apprentice Isma'il Zuhdu Efendi (d. 
1806), (khan, 2001) 

Figure 82. Thuluth calligraphy in the form of a lion, drawn in Iran by Shah Mahmut Nishaburi (d. 
1495), Istanbul, University Library, (khan, 2001) 

Figure 83. Commemorative stamp and card issued by Saudi Post 2018, [Online Image] Available 
from: http://www.arabnews.com/node/1375336/saudi-arabia [Accessed 01/10/20]. Figure 
84. Detail of a scroll with the entire text of the Qur'an written in the tiny Naskh script 
arranged to form a rug design with a variant of the profession of faith written in Thuluth 
in the centre, Gulistan Library (Blair, 2008) 

Figure 85. Qur'an scroll (Carnatic) Southern India, late 18th century: © Royal Collection Trust/Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2020, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://theedinburghreporter.co.uk/2020/08/at-the-queens-gallery-eastern-encounters-
four-centuries-of-paintings-and-manuscripts-from-the-indian-subcontinent/ [Accessed 
01/10/20]. 

Figure 86. Gulzar (Persian), album Folio in Gulzar Script, late 19th century, Muhammad ibn Ali 
Naqi al-Husseini (Iranian), (16.5 x 23.5cm), Iran, Persian Heritage Foundation, 2013, 
[Online Image] Available from:  
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/458951 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 87. A Persian piece in "gulzar" calligraphy from the later 1800s "Iran, second half of the 
19th century, Ink, gouache and varnish on cardboard, 12 1/2 x 18 1/4 in, Private collection, 
Falk, T. ed., 1985. Treasures of Islam. Philip Wilson Publishers, Limited, 179, p. 192.) 

Figure 90. Repetitive composition of the letter ق in graphic design,  [Online Image] Available 
from:https://arabiccalligraphyproject.wordpress.com/author/tasmeemgraphics/page/2/ 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 91. The rhythmic gradient principle in Arabic calligraphy,  amiable by Mohammed Ozcay, 
461x675px, 10 May 2009, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.deviantart.com/acalligraphy/art/amiable-by-Mohammed-Ozcay-121996927 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 92. The rhythmic gradient principle in a graphic poster by Imran Ashraf, A2 size, 11 
December 2009, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.behance.net/gallery/365238/Calligraphy-Prints 
https://www.deviantart.com/acalligraphy/art/amiable-by-Mohammed-Ozcay-121996927 
[Accessed 01/10/20].  

Figure 94. Balance in a graphic poster exhibition by Alireza Hesaraki, Iran (Tehran 2010) [Online 
Image] Available from: https://www.khtt.net/en/page/1087/alireza-hesaraki [Accessed 
01/10/20].  

Figure 95. Proportion and proportionality principle in Arabic calligraphy, Calligrapher Wissam 
Shawkat (Iraqi), 2006,  [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.wissamshawkat.com/#/calligraphyartwork/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 
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Figure 96. Proportion and proportionality principle in a graphic poster by Khalil Ibrahim, Beauty 
Anatomy, 9 February 2015, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.behance.net/khalil_Ibrahim 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 97. Quantitative distribution principle in Arabic calligraphy Mohammad Haddad, 
1691x1696px, 22 February 2009, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.deviantart.com/acalligraphy/art/calligrapher-Mohammad-Haddad-9-
113796021 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 98. Quantitative distribution principle in a graphic poster by Mohamed Samir, 6 December 
2017, [Online Image] Available from: https://theinspirationgrid.com/arabic-typographic-
posters-by-mohamed-samir/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 99. Qualitative distribution principle in Arabic calligraphy, Sufi dervish, İsmail Tülüce, 
[Online Image] Available from: http://hattatismailtuluce.com/mesk-albumu/#23214-
fotograflar/3186 [Accessed 01/10/20].  

Figure 100. Qualitative distribution principle in a graphic poster by Mehdi Haghshenas, [Online 
Image] Available from: 
http://islamicartsmagazine.com/magazine/view/40_inspirational_examples_of_arabic_typ
ography/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 102. Negative and positive spaces principle in graphic design, [Online Image] Available 
from: https://www.atrissi.com/music-artist-posters-promotion/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 104. Unity principle in a graphic poster by Sheikha Bin Dhaher, [Online Image] Available 
from: 
http://islamicartsmagazine.com/magazine/view/40_inspirational_examples_of_arabic_typ
ography/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 105. Contrast principle in Arabic calligraphy, calligrapher Dawood Becktash, 600x536px, 
2 March 2009, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.deviantart.com/acalligraphy/art/calligrapher-Dawood-Becktash11-
114651644 [Accessed 01/10/20].  

Figure 106. Contrast principle in graphic poster of Pascal Zoghbi, 2008, [Online Image] Available 
from: 
http://islamicartsmagazine.com/magazine/view/40_inspirational_examples_of_arabic_typ
ography/ [Accessed 01/10/20].  

Figure 108. Arabic calligraphic designs on packaging, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.atrissi.com/aramis-calligraphy-brand-packaging-design/ [Accessed 
01/10/20]. 

Figure 109. Arabic calligraphic designs in logos, by M.Aswad Mehtab, 1st January 2014, [Online 
Image] Available from: https://www.isharearena.com/logo-deisgn-2/50-best-arabic-
calligraphy-logo-designs/ [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 110. Promotional poster for a Lebanese play, makram-ndu-sp08, [Online Image] Available 
from: https://www.khtt.net/en/page/3973/arabic-calligraphy-in-modern-typographic-
layouts [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 111. Poster was made to advertise a lecture and workshop entitled The Love of Arabic, 
Ottoman and Persian Calligraphy at Fire Station 87 in Granada Hills, CA. designer and 
calligraphy artists Sam Anvari, Payman Hamed, and Pouya Jahanshahi, 19" x 25", 18 
March 2012, [Online Image] Available from: http://grayareaprint.com/The-Love-of-
Arabic-Ottoman-and-Persian-Calligraphy [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 112. The policies of the ministries and governmental organisations in Saudi Arabia in 
supporting traditional Handicrafts. Summaries based on their websites and the National 
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Strategy for The Development of Handicrafts and Handmade Industries in the Kingdom 
in 2007 (graphic designed by the researcher), Al-Ghabban et. al, 2007). The national 
strategy for the development of handicrafts and handmade industries, Retrieved from 
https://scth.gov.sa/handicraft/Pages/strategy.aspx 

Figure 113. The Ministry of Culture and Information launched 2020 as the “Year of Arabic 
Calligraphy”, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://engage.moc.gov.sa/calligraphy#section-about [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 114. ‘The ‘Khattat (calligraphy)platform’ was launched on 15 January 2020 by the 
Ministry of Culture, [Online Image] Available from: https://www.alkhattat.net [Accessed 
01/10/20]. 

Figure 115. The handicrafts that have disappeared from Saudi Arabia (Al-Ghabban et.al, 2007). 
The national strategy for the development of handicrafts and, Retrieved from 
https://scth.gov.sa/handicraft/Pages/strategy.aspx 

Figure 120. (A, B, C, D): The Kiswa of the Ka'ba and the process of its replacement, [Online 
Image] Available from: http://factory.alharamain.gov.sa/index.html [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 121. The processes of making the Kiswa in the Ka'ba factory in Makkah, [Online Image] 
Available from: http://factory.alharamain.gov.sa/index.html [Accessed 01/10/20].  

Figure 122. Some Qur'anic translations into several languages offered online in the King Fahd 
Glorious Qur'an Printing Complex official website, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://qurancomplex.gov.sa[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 123. Copies of the Holy Qur’an in King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, [Online 
Image] Available from: https://qurancomplex.gov.sa[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 124. Calligraphic writing styles for the Holy Qur’an by calligraphers in King Fahd 
Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://qurancomplex.gov.sa [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 125. The largest copy of Qur'an in the gallery of King Fahd Glorious Quran Printing 
Complex, [Online Image] Available from: https://sabq.org/- ربكأ ض- رعی - ةنیدملاب - نآرقلا - ضرعم

لامج - ىلع - لمح - ملاعلا - يف - فحص   .[Accessed 01/10/20] م
Figure 126. Some distinctive graphic design that providing by Al-Musallam Arts, which is a 

Saudi company, 2007, [Online Image] Available from: https://www.art4muslim.com 
[Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 127. The 17 sustainable development goals for people and planet (Nam, 2015) 
Figure 129. Arabic Calligraphy Murals activities by artists and calligrapher in the Saudi Arabia, 

18 February 2020, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.moc.gov.sa/ar/news/16190 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 130. The world map with Arabic letters, calligrapher Fahd Al-Majhdi, 2018 (100 x 200 
cm), [Online Image] Available from: https://www.alarabiya.net/ar/saudi-
today/2018/12/19/ يبرعلا - طخلاب - ملاعلا - ةطیرخ - مسری - يدوعس - روص - [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 131. The integration of Arabic calligraphy and graphic design in making logos for “Year 
of Arabic Calligraphy” 2020, calligrapher Fahd Al-Majhdi, [Online Image] Available 
from: https://twitter.com/Fahad_s_mj/media [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 132. Saudi graphic design company, Aziziayah Horizons, based in Jeddah and Riyadh, 
[Online Image] Available from:  http://afaqi.com/graphic-designing.html [Accessed 
01/10/20].  

Figure 133. Graphic Designer Salaries in Saudi Arabia, ©Salary Explorer 2018, All Rights 
Reserved, All Rights Reserved, [Online Image] Available from: 
http://www.salaryexplorer.com/salarysurvey.php?loc=191&loctype=1&job=38&jobtype=
1 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 
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Figure 134. Average monthly salaries in Saudi Arabia, ©Salary Explorer 2018, All Rights 
Reserved, [Online Image] Available from: http://www.salaryexplorer.com/salary-
survey.php?loc=191&loctype=1&job=38&jobtype=1 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 

Figure 135. Books of Arabic calligraphy from the initial period of state schools teaching Arabic 
calligraphy, [Online Image] Available from: 
https://www.scribd.com/document/114866190/ ئادتبالا - سماخلا - فصلا zyz يبرعلا - طخلا - 
[Accessed 01/01/20]. 

Figure 136. Written drawing exercises in the books of 'Loghaty' (means ‘My language’, it is 
Arabic Language Book) in the second stage (2011 to December 2018) in the teaching of 
Arabic calligraphy,  [Online Image] Available from: 
https://kenanaonline.com/users/amer123123/posts/593614 [Accessed 01/10/20]. 
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The official websites of governmental and non-governmental 

organisations;
 

i The Ministry of Finance, https://www.mof.gov.sa/en/Pages/default.aspx 
ii The Ministry of Commerce and Investment, https://mci.gov.sa/en/pages/default.aspx 
iii The Ministry of labour and social development, https://mlsd.gov.sa/en/node 
iv The Ministry of Culture and Information, https://www.media.gov.sa/en/news/840 
v The Saudi Credit and Savings bank (SCSB), http://www.sssit.net/en/success_stories-
saudi_credit_and_saving_bank. 
vi The Technical and Vocational Training Corporation, 
https://www.tvtc.gov.sa/_layouts/15/TVTCWeb/default-Ar.aspx#firstPage/1 
vii Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH), 
https://www.scth.gov.sa/en 
viii Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts, http://www.sasca.org.sa 
ix Arabic calligraphy Institute for the charity association in Makkah, 
http://jkmm.org.sa/Pages/Pages.aspx?ID=10 
x Al-Kateb Institute for teaching Arabic Calligraphy, https://alkatebinstitute.blogspot.com 
xi 'Hands Craft' Charity Association in Makkah, http://hrafia.com/contact.php 
xii Saudi Association of Arabic Calligraphy in Qatif, 
https://www.marefa.org/ يبرعلا_طخلل_ةیدوعسلا_ةیعمجلا  
xiii Saudi Scientific Association of Arabic Calligraphy in Makkah, 
https://uqu.edu.sa/App/News/4107 
xiv The Kiswa of the Ka'ba factory, http://factory.alharamain.gov.sa/en/index.html 
xv The King Fahad Glorious Quran Printing Complex, https://qurancomplex.gov.sa/en/ 
xvi Sustainable development goals 1st voluntary national review kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
2018, https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates/saudiarabia 
xvii Saudi Vision 2030, https://vision2030.gov.sa 
xviii Jasarah, https://jasarah.sa/aqwas/dashboard/tracks/129 
xix Misk Art, https://miskartinstitute.org 
xx Al Mawaddah Society for Family Development, https://almawaddah.org.sa/#ad-image-3 
xxi The Saudi International Design Exhibition (DecoFair), http://www.decofair.com/ar/  
xxii Riyadh International Convention and Exhibition Center, http://www.ricec.com.sa 
xxiii Saudi Design Week, http://www.saudidesignweek.com/ar/ 
xxiv The ministry of education in Saudi Arabia https://www.moe.gov.sa/ar/news/Pages/a-
25487-4.aspx 
xxv TAM, https://tamhub.com 
xxvi General Authority for Statistics (2017), Statistical Yearbook of 2015 | Issue Number: 
53, https://www.stats.gov.sa/en/929-0 
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-What is the current role of governmental and non governmental 

institutions in the development and preservation of  Arabic calligraphy?

-What is the strategy that Saudi government follow in order to promote 

and sustain the traditional Arabic calligraphy as a craft?

-What is the current role of financial factor in supporting Arabic 

calligraphy (interest-free loans, training and qualification courses, job 

opportunities, and financing of small and medium enterprises)? 

-What is the current role of the Saudi government providing support

to public education to learn Arabic calligraphy? 

-What is the current role of social awarness factor to draw attention to 

Arabic calligraphy?

-What is the current role of technological factor on the handicrafts 

sector in Saudi Arabia? Especially the products that are decorated by 

Arabic calligraphic designs?

-What is the extent of the impact of modern technology on Arabic 

calligraphy (calligraphy types, letters' typeface, identity)?

-What is the current status of handicrafts in Saudi Arabia? 

-Why did Saudi handicrafts suffer from neglecting of Saudi public

for some time?

- How is the current popularity of Arabic calligraphy as an Islamic art 

and a traditional craft in Saudi Arabia?

-What is the current role of Saudi governmental and non-governmental 

artistic organizations in supporting Arabic calligraphy and 

calligraphers?

-What is the current role of artistic and trade events and festivals such 

as Jenadriyah and Souk Okaz in promoting and sustaining Arabic 

calligraphy?

-What is the current role of heritage museums and art exhibitions in 

focusing on Arabic calligraphy?

-What is the current status of graphic design as a contemporary art in 

Saudi Arabia?

-What are the implications of the integration of traditional Arabic 

calligraphy with contemporary graphic design in Saudi culture?

-Is the merging between graphic design and Arabic calligraphy a new 

type of Arabic calligraphy development? and why?

-What is the current role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy in 

Saudi Arabia?

-How can Arabic calligraphy be promoted in graphic products as a 

symbol of Saudi traditional culture in Saudi Arabia's creative 

industry such as advertisings and logos?

Interviews’ questions basid on the groups 
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- What is the situation of Arabic calligraphy as a craft in Saudi Arabia? 

- What does Arabic calligraphy mean to us as Arab people? why?

- Is the calligrapher profession getting attention from the Saudi 

government?

- What are the styles of rolling Arabic calligraphy in Saudi Arabia? why?

- Is there any negative effect of modern technology on the 

handicrafts sector in Saudi Arabia? Especially the products that are 

decorated by Arabic calligraphic designs?

- What is the extent of the impact of modern technology on Arabic 

calligraphy (calligraphy types, letters' typeface, identity)?

- Is modern technology considered a substitute for creative thinking in

 Arabic calligraphy made by hand?

- What would you say about your ability of writing beautifully, and 

criticize your handwriting?

- What is the importance of the presence of Arabic calligraphy annual 

competitions that have held in the annual trade events such as Janadriya 

and Souq Okaz? is it to encourage calligraphers to produce? or for 

amateurs and students to participate and win?

- Who are still interested in Arabic calligraphy? define age category?

- What is the governmental policy in transmission Arabic calligraphy 

from local interest to global interest?

- What is the governmental policy in the restoration and development 

of the old Arabic fonts or in the production of new fonts?

- What is the situation of graphic design as a new field in Saudi Arabia? 

- Is the current designs of the Arabic calligraphy differed from the 

previous in the presence of cultural and technological globalization?

- Are the quoting in design or in style from other kinds of calligraphy 

such as Latin or Chinese calligraphy can effect on the origin and 

identity of Arabic calligraphy?

- What are the implications of the integration of traditional Arabic 

calligraphy with art of modern graphic design?

- What is the role of modern design in Arabic calligraphy in Saudi 

Arabia?

- What is draw your attention, poster written by hand or graphic 

printed by machine with beautiful designs of Arabic calligraphy?

- Is the combination of graphic design and Arabic calligraphy creates

aesthetic overlaps between them? why?

- How can the nobility of Arabic calligraphy be embodied in new graphic 

field?

- How can the letters' typefaces problems be solved in computer 

programs that had been Arabized from Latin to Arabic?

Pre-pilot questions based on topics
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Appendix 5 

 
MIDDLESEX UNIVERSITY 

ASSURANCE COMMITTEE  

 

UNIVERSITY ETHICS COMMITTEE  

Definition of Research 

The QAA UK Quality Code for Higher Education for Research Degrees (2012) refers to two general 

definitions of research: The Frascati definition of research from the Organisation for Economical 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) manual (2002)21, and the Research Excellence Framework 

(02.2011 Annex C)22 definition to which the UK funding councils subscribe.  

Middlesex University has adopted the following definitions of research from the Research 

Excellence Framework and the Frascati Manual.  

1. Research Excellence Framework (REF) definition of research  

Research is defined as a process of investigation leading to new insights, effectively 

shared. It includes work of direct relevance to the needs of commerce, industry and to 

the public and voluntary sectors; scholarship23; the invention and generation of ideas, 

images, performances, artefacts including design, where these lead to new or 

substantially improved insights; and the use of existing knowledge in experimental 

development to produce new or substantially improved materials, devices, products and 

processes, including design and construction. It excludes routine testing and routine 

analysis of materials, components and processes such as for the maintenance of national 

standards, as distinct from the development of new analytical techniques. It also 

excludes the development of teaching materials that do not embody original research. 
 

It includes research that is published, disseminated or made publicly available in the form of 

assessable research outputs and confidential reports.  

 

 

 

 
21http://www.tubitak.gov.tr/tubitak_content_files/BTYPD/kilavuzlar/Frascati.pdf 
22http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20incl
uding%20addendum.pdf 
23Scholarship for the REF is defined as the creation, development and maintenance of the intellectual 
infrastructure of subjects and disciplines, in forms such as dictionaries, scholarly editions, catalogues and 
contributions to major research databases. 
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2. Frascati definition of research 

The Frascati Manual is the internationally recognised methodology for collecting and 

using research and experimental development (R&D) statistics. The Frascati definition 

of research, used by the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA), is adopted for 

the purpose of determining activities that are classified as research and therefore require 

consideration for ethical review and approval. 

 
Research and experimental development (R&D) comprise creative work undertaken on a 

systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, 

culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications. R&D is 

a term that covers three activities: basic research, applied research and experimental 

development. 

Basic research 

Experimental or theoretical work undertaken primarily to acquire new knowledge of the 

underlying foundation of phenomena and observable facts, without any particular application 

or use in view. 

Applied research 

This is also original investigation undertaken in order to acquire new knowledge. It is, 

however, directed primarily towards a specific practical aim or objective. 

Experimental development 

Systematic work, drawing on existing knowledge gained from research and/or practical 

experience that is directed to producing new materials, products or devices, to installing new 

processes, systems and services, or to improving substantially those already produced or 

installed. 

The Frascati Manual contains the following examples of the type of work included under the three 

components of R&D: 

• Theoretical investigation of the factors determining regional variations in economic 
growth is basic research; however, such investigation performed for the purpose of 
developing government policy would be applied research. The development of 
operational models, based upon laws revealed through research and aimed at 
modifying regional disparities, is experimental development.  

• The search for alternative methods of computation, such as quantum computation 
and quantum information theory, is basic research. The investigation into the 
application of information processing in new fields or in new ways (e.g. developing 
a new programming language, new operating systems, programme generators, etc.) 
and investigation into the application of information processing to develop tools 
such as geographical information and expert systems are applied research. The 
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development of new applications software, substantial improvements to operating 
systems and application programmes, etc., are experimental development.  

• From the social sciences, the study of the role of the family in different civilisations 
past and present is basic research. The study of the role and position of the family 
in a specific country or a specific region at the present time for the purpose of 
preparing relevant social measures is applied research. The development and testing 
of a programme to maintain family structure in low-income working groups is 
experimental development.  

 

Non-research 

The Frascati Manual lists situations where certain activities are to be excluded from R&D except 

when carried out solely or primarily for the purposes of an R&D project. The following are 

examples of activities that are not normally classed as research:  

• Routine testing and analysis of materials  
• Components and processes, (e.g. for the maintenance of national standards, as 

distinct from the development of new analytical techniques)  
• Feasibility studies (where it is not an integral part of an overall research project)  
• Routine software development  
• General purpose data collection 

 

This statement was approved by the Assurance Committee July 3rd 2014. It is due for 

review in July 2019.   

 


