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Lebanese graphic designer and author Rana Abou 
Rjeily uses her book Cultural Connectives as a platform 
to showcase her innovative new typeface called Mir-
saal. The work strives to close cultural gaps through 
simplifying language, and thus opens with an appro-
priate excerpt from Khalil Gibran’s Sand and Foam: 
“We shall never understand one another until we 
reduce the language to seven words.”1 Cultural Connec-
tives comes on the heels of and falls in line with recent 
publications Typographic Matchmaking,2 Typographic 
Matchmaking in the City,3 and Arabic Graffiti4 that high-
light other groundbreaking examples of contemporary 
Arabic calligraphy, typography, and design. By 
attempting to reduce the graphic differences between 
Arabic letters and their Latin counterparts, vis-à-vis 
her unconventional font Mirsaal, the author chal-
lenges the Arabic language’s traditional visual conven-
tions with the hope of facilitating its comprehension 
amongst non-speakers. In its duotone palate—black 
and lime green—and use of text as image, this book is 
an exemplar of a minimalist aesthetic in which the 
designer’s typeface takes center stage.
 With a nomenclature likely derived from mursil 
(Arabic for “emissary”), Mirsaal defies the standard 
rules of Arabic writing for the sake of easing cross-
cultural communication and streamlining techno- 
logical interface. Whether composed on a screen or 
with a reed pen, Arabic’s scripts appear with con-
nected characters, stemming from the language’s cen-
turies-old calligraphic tradition. Despite being based 
on a calligraphic style called naskh, Mirsaal breaks 
with the cursive quality of Arabic lettering via the 
detached nature of its characters. While innovative, 
Mirsaal is not the first Arabic typeface designed with 
unconnected letters. In fact, similar trials, such as 
Nasri Khattar’s 1947 “Unified Arabic,” preceded and 
inspired Abou Rjeily’s project. However, two unusual 
characteristics set Mirsaal apart from past efforts in 

experimental Arabic typography. One is that Mirsaal 
follows a “one-shape-per-letter system.” Meaning,  
that instead of taking on one of four different config-
urations—initial, medial, final, isolated—according to 
where they appear in a word, Mirsaal’s letterforms 
each follow a single shape regardless of where  
they occur. The second major divergence from other 
alternative typefaces is the interchangeability of  
Mirsaal’s Arabic letterforms with their san-serif  
Latin counterparts from the same type family. In the 
designer’s words “...Mirsaal removes [Arabic’s] joined 
nature in order to attain a harmonious coexistence 
between both [Arabic and Latin] scripts when used 
together in the same layout.” 
 Aside from Mirsaal’s intended ease-of-use (in its 
detached format and reduced number of letter shapes 
meant to facilitate the learning and recognition of  
Arabic letters), Cultural Connectives also presents itself 
as a “fun and easy” guide on the subject in its layout 
and organizational method. While this book is by no 
means an academic source on Arabic typography, 
snippets on the history of the language and its scripts 
are peppered throughout its self-contained pages—
which could be read in a non-linear fashion. The 
graphic nature of the spread’s typographic composi-
tions accentuates the book’s strong visual emphasis 
and speaks to its audiences’ design interests and  
sensibilities. One of its most instructional compo-
nents is the last section that visually outlines Mirsaal’s 
unique features by illustrating the differences 
between its characters and those of connected Arabic. 
Ultimately, the question of whether the methods used 
in Cultural Connectives succeed in providing a better 
understanding of the Arabic alphabet depends on 
each reader’s experience.
 For this reviewer, the book’s strength and signif-
icance lies neither in its role as a “how to” on Arabic 
writing nor in its power to “...dissolve cultural barri-
ers and replace them with cultural understanding and 
mutual respect” as Abou Rjeily whimsically claims. 
What makes this a pertinent work is the underlying 
purpose of its visual explorations. In one of the 
author’s most controversial statements, she suggests 
that calligraphy be limited to the realm of Islamic 
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practices and separated from present-day typography 
in order “[t]o ensure the flexibility and survival of 
Arabic in this digital age...” Aside from the inaccurate 
assumption that calligraphic traditions exist solely 
within the Islamic realm (Arab Christians also share 
age old scribal customs), her call for the detachment 
of Arabic writing from its scribal roots brings to the 
fore contemporary questions on this matter. The most 
germane of which is how to insure the viability of 
Arabic scripts within today’s multifarious formats—
from half-tone screens to pixels—and for varying pur-
poses without compromising their aesthetic integrity. 
Although these larger questions remain unresolved, 
Abou Rjeily offers a solution through Mirsaal; and her 
exploration of its Arabic and Latin letterforms, 
through well-designed compositions, makes Cultural 
Connectives an enticing visual read.
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