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Prayers of Oneness in the Art of Salma Arastu

The exhibition was to be about building bridges. For a 
community oriented art museum like the Triton Museum 
of Art, exhibitions that give voice to a constituency 
or facet of the community in an effort to eradicate 
misconceptions, prejudices, or simply to increase 
awareness of different customs or views are always a 
special delight. College and university classes arrive 
at our doors only to find art that reflects their newly 
broadening wariness of the world in which they live. 
Tours of children and youth see new views with open 
and impressionable eyes. And, perhaps most rewarding, 
adults see their neighbors through the lens of art, in 
new ways. The experience almost always leads to the 
realization that this facet of the community, these artists 
who may have been previously considered “the other,” 
are indeed more like us than not. Each varied group 
represented shares the same hopes and dreams, and the 
same fears and trepidations about a world that often 
seems beyond our control. We are, after all, connected and 
this is one of the great revelations of art. So it was when 
the Triton Museum of Art partnered with the dynamic 
organization, Islamic Art Exhibit to organize and present 
works by some of the best Islamic artists working in 
our region today. Echoes of Islam opened at the Triton 
Museum of Art in February, 2013. Misconceptions were 
challenged, prejudices looked past, and realizations of our 
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ultimate connectedness were experienced. It was one of 
the most rewarding exhibitions we have had the pleasure 
of presenting.

In organizing the exhibition we relied heavily on 
the advice and expertise of Islamic Art Exhibit, the 
administrators of which were much more knowledgable 
of Islamic artists in our region than I. One name was 
repeatedly offered as one who must be in the exhibition. 
This name was repeated throughout our research by 
everyone we asked … Salma Arastu. She was, we were 
told over and over, not only one of the best islamic artists 
working in the area, she was one of the most significant 
artists regardless of cultural, ethnic, or religious identity 
… period! Naturally we heeded the advice and invited 
Salma to participate in the Echoes of Islam exhibition. It 
was a very fortuitous decision.

When Salma brought her work to the museum I was 
completely swept away. Abstract patterns reminiscent 
of Islamic design and architectural details were 
superimposed with calligraphy, which I learned were 
passages from the sacred text of the Koran. The language 
was alien to my reading, but Salma provided the 
translations, and though I could not read the original, the 
repeated passages still worked their magic in me. I could 
view the delicate and flowing calligraphy and, knowing 
the translation, the paintings and words became a visual 
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chanting, drawing me into Salma’s prayer.

Salma and the other wonderful artists that were 
featured in Echoes of Islam were of a different faith 
than I had grown up with, but this did not matter. The 
art swept me away. There were many days during the 
run of the exhibition when I would enter the gallery 
after the museum was closed and the public had left, 
only to find myself standing transfixed before one of 
Salma’s paintings. I knew then that I, as a Curator, and 
we as a museum would have to look more keenly at 
the work of Salma Arastu. We would give her a solo 
exhibition.

The work Salma has produced for this exhibition 
is elegant and arresting. She successfully melds 
traditional design motifs, contemporary abstraction, 
and the most exquisite calligraphy into works that can 
speak to anyone willing to listen and see. One need 
not be of the same faith, or any particular faith, to get 
the message. We are one. So I learn from Salma’s artful 
prayers.

Preston Metcalf
Chief Curator, Triton Museum of Art
2014
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SALMA ARASTU: An Appreciation

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,  / How 
can we know the dancer from the dance? —William 
Butler Yeats, “Among School Children”

Kandinsky … intuited two universes in one—the 
visible universe of matter, space and time, and an 
invisible universe of spiritual energies. —Roger Lipsey, 
An Art of our Own: The Spiritual in Twentieth Century 
Art

Modernist abstraction arose as a machine-age 
alternative to the outmoded authoritarian belief 
systems of the 19th century—in king, country 
and church. Through the artistic evolutions and 
revolutions of impressionism, post-Impressionism, 
Cubism, Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism, the 
artist’s mode of vision or inner world became more 
important than imitations of reality. A century ago, 
some artists, e.g., the Theosophists Mondrian, Kupka 
and Kandinsky, even saw abstract art as embodying a 
religious or spiritual dimension. 

If that spiritual subtext for abstraction is now little-
known, having been suppressed by formalist American 
art critics after World War II, the concept of art as 
a private, subjective religion or devotional exercise 
nowadays again seems attractive as an alternative to 
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the commercialized art world’s vapid excesses. The 
alienation of artists from society, once a kind of noble 
dissent, has become commonplace, but only in debased 
form:  now, society itself is alienated from reality, 
unable to do more than jangle its jester’s bells wearily. 
We are all exhorted by the propagandists for predatory 
capitalism, to compete against each other as economic 
island fortresses.

Seen against the lack of spiritual content of much 
contemporary art, the paintings and sculptures of 
Salma Arastu may appear products of a different 
age; certainly they reflect a sensibility and sincerity 
that have been unfashionable for some time. What 
Arastu has done is to reinvest modernist subjectivity—
the forms and shapes of artworks derived from 
the art-making process, not a priori models—with 
a distinctly premodern sense of spirituality. This 
soulfulness, if I may resurrect the term, derives from 
her Hindu and Muslim background; her overcoming 
of social and personal obstacles in her career choice; 
and her travels throughout the India, Iran, Kuwait, 
Germany, and, finally, America, from conservative 
Bethlehem PA to liberal Berkeley CA. Leo Tolstoy 
in his 1897 What is Art? asserted that art is meant to 
communicate emotion, by which he meant religious 
feeling. The art critic Suzi Gablik argued in her 1991 
The Re-Enchantment of Art for a more inclusive, 
communitarian art to replace luxury objects (however 
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daring) for social elites. Arastu’s art, with its joyous but 
generalized dancers (Sufi dervishes?), jewel-like colors 
and rich, layered textures, embraces the collective 
pursuit of union with the divine, which she sees in 
ecumenical, inclusive, non-sectarian terms. 

In the current international state of affairs, such 
humanism is commendable. After 9/11, Arastu, 
distraught over the widening divisions between her 
native and acquired homelands and cultures, created 
a series depicting “al-Asma al-Husna,” The Beautiful 
Name, the hundred names of God—e.g., The Almighty, 
The Repeatedly Forgiving, The Bestower, The Sublime, 
The All-Wise—which derive from the Islamic prayer-
and-praise tradition but, to her, are universal.  These 
Arabic word paintings, syntheses of traditional 
Arabic calligraphy, Persian miniatures, and Arastu’s 
freehand improvisations, make visible not a divinity, 
but humanity’s essential unity beneath the divisions of 
class, race, gender, nationality or religion.

The artist’s thirty-year career comprises forty solo 
shows, numerous awards, a residency in Germany 
in 2000, and several books of her art and poetry, 
including, in 2012, Turning Rumi, Singing Verses 
of Love, Unity and Freedom, for which she created 
fifty-one visual accompaniments— Poem-Paintings— 
to illustrate the poems of the thirteenth-century 
Persian poet. His poem about friendship, “Woven 
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Together,” begins: “When ink joins with a pen / Then 
the blank paper can say something.” Arastu’s visual 
accompaniment—equivalent, really—depicts a pair 
of semi-abstract dancers linked with upraised arms, 
their robes or skirts billowing into conical forms; this 
square-format image is set off-center within a larger 
square, with multicolored smaller and larger squares, 
respectively, linking them. In “Bird Song,” Rumi likens 
poetry to birdsong, concluding: “Please, universal 
soul, / Practice some song, or something through me!” 
Arastu’s painting-within-a-painting depicts a figure 
with both arms raised, in greeting and supplication; in 
the background, white birds sing in a flowering tree at 
dusk or dawn.

Certainly one can imagine the lyricism of Rumi 
informing Arastu’s nonobjective, non-referential word 
paintings as well.  Writing evolved from pictograms, 
or simplified pictures, as well as from purely abstract 
denotations of sounds. This equivalence of sound and 
sight would certainly have a deeper resonance for 
Arabic readers than for average art viewers, but the 
elegant calligraphy and deep pictorial space created 
by many layers of paint and ink create a mesmerizing 
and meditative space for Westerners, too. The greenish-
yellow palette of “What Favors of God Do You Deny” 
suggests verdant nature, while the words exhort us 
to gratitude for the natural world, given to all. The 
swelling wave of white and pale blue curving forms in 
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“Indeed You Give in Abundance” suggests the primal 
act of creation, while the cluster of interwoven forms 
in “Increase Me in Knowledge” set against a wall 
of blue-green floral motifs from Islamic art suggests 
concentration and effort. The core of white curving 
forms surrounded by a halo of light blue in “He Is 
the Source of All Strength” embodies a central, active 
force, luminous and benign. The overall white writing 
of “Do Not Despair. Allah is With You and He Sees 
and Listens,” somewhat reminiscent of the abstract 
calligraphy of Mark Tobey, but more kinesthetic, i.e., 
physically affecting, can be interpreted literally, but 
also metaphorically, visually as well as verbally—as 
Creation emanated from divine command. The swirl 
of calligraphy in “Praise Him Day and Night” is wild 
and exuberant, in keeping with its text; it’s not difficult 
to see the artist’s trained, enthusiastic hand as divinely 
inspired. 

If much contemporary art has largely abandoned any 
hope of influencing reality or elevating its audience, 
Arastu’s art pays us the compliment of assuming 
that we want a better world and will gladly and even 
joyfully do the work, spiritual and otherwise.

DeWitt Cheng, San Francisco Bay Area art writer and 
critic, Curator of Stanford Art Spaces.
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Celebration of Calligraphy is my new series of 
paintings to enlighten and awaken the spiritual 
connection of universal humanity through lyrical 
and fluid imagery of Arabic Calligraphy and Islamic 
patterns. I am creating these large-scale paintings 
using Arabic Calligraphy to reflect the positive 
and universal message of Al-Quran to the world. 
My purpose is to reach out to a broad community 
in the pursuit of peace; to celebrate diversity, and 
create a positive interfaith dialogue through visual 
art that subtly penetrates the human heart to evoke 
response. 

I paint to express the prayers of my heart and 
intend for the energy of the calligraphy, powered by 
the positive messages from the texts, to reveal the 
joy and celebration that I experience while creating 
them. Each verse I portray gives me strength 
and peace, and I hope instill these feelings in my 
viewers.
Both in theme and in technique, this project 
represents a new direction for me at this juncture 
of my career, enabling me to pursue my spirituality 
through my art. Born in India as a Hindu, I am 
now Muslim residing in the United States; a unique 
position to express the unity of spirit that I feel.

As I prepare the large expansive canvases for 
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painting, I find myself imagining the endless 
possibilities of the lyrical line.  I just want to plunge 
into the pleasure of the abstract flow of swelling 
lines and form and enjoy the celebrations of 
calligraphy through lyrical visions. 

I work with several thin layers of Acrylic paints 
and work on details in between the layer with 
patterns and calligraphic strokes.  The layer of 
gold adds spiritual presence and rich glow to the 
painting with the play of brush strokes and flowers 
like patterns moving in harmony.  Repeating 
the verses has meditative and calming effect on 
me. Adding Geometric patterns is like doing 
embroidery and adds soft textures to my vision. 
Making and painting these seamless and repeated 
Arabic Calligraphy strokes has a mystical feel, and 
provides stimulation as well as calmness to the 
mind. 

I celebrate energy and movement of line in my 
paintings and it has been an unfathomable joy to 
repeat the calligraphic dancing strokes to reveal my 
gratitude. The prayer is repeated several times until 
it echoes through the geometric patterns.  			 
	

Salma Arastu





17

“Whereas in classical calligraphy the letters and the text have 
a strong and distinctive form and emphasize the distance 
between the majesty of the message and the one to whom it is 
addressed, Salma Arastu’s non - traditional calligraphy erases 
this distance between the word and the receiver and affects 
their union. She uses the same stroke of the brush for Arabic 
letters as she does for suggesting human forms. Both are fluid 
as if temporary expressions of the eternal universal vibration 
and energy. This technique effects the embodiment of the word 
in the flesh of the listeners/ practitioners of the words while 
the word and the human form are both seen as expressions of 
an underlying formless yet form giving reality. The subtle and 
layered presentation of color in her paintings draws the viewer 
in and holds his or her attention long after the actual viewing 
has ended. “  
 

Ghazala Anwar, a professor of Islamic Studies at Starr King 
School for the Ministry, Graduate Theological Union 
Berkeley, CA 
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You Will Be Satisfied - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Increase Me In Knowledge - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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My Lord Has Forgiven Me - 2013
52”/60” Acrylics on canvas
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No One Has The Strength To Change Things, Except Him - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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What Favors of God You Deny - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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So That You Know Each Other: I - 2014
24”/24” Acrylics on wood
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Sufi Chanting - 2012
48”/48” Acrylics on canvas
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So That You Know Each Other-III - 2014
60”98” Acrylics on canvas
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Remembrance Of God Brings Peace To The Hearts - 2014
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Praise Him Day And Night - 2013
24”/36” on canvas
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Mercy For All - 2014
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Pleased and Pleasing - 2011
22”/60” Acrylics on canvas
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Do Not Give Up Hope From Allah - 2014
52”/70
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Salaam - 2011
16”/48” Acrylics on canvas



Indeed I Am The Sinner - 2011
22”/60” Acrylics on canvas
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If Allah Helps No One Can Defeat You - 2014
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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He Sees All - 2012
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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We Worship You And Ask You For Help - 2012
60”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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God Is Subtle And All-Knowing - 2013
24”/36” on canvas
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My God I Am In Need Of Any Good You Can Send Me - 2014
52”/72”
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My Destiny - 2014
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Fear Not God Is With Us - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



Call On Me And I Answer You - 2012
52”/60” Acrylics on canvas



49

Fear Not - I Am With You Both Listening And Seeing - 2013
24”/36” on canvas



50

Be Grateful - 2013
24”/36” on canvas



51

Covenant with Prophets - 2011
60”/72” Acrylics on canvas



52

Allah - 2012
6’/4’ Steel Sculpture
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Peace - Greeting From The Beneficent Lord - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



54

Accept My Prayer - 2012
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Comes Ease After Each Difficulty - 2012
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



57

If You Remember Me, I Will Remember You - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



58

Be And It Is - 2012
52”/58” Acrylics on canvas



59

My God Is Near And He Listens - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



60

Indeed You Give In Abundance - 2013
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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Living Together In Compassion - 2011
36-36-Acrylics on board
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What Favors Of God You Deny - III - 2013
22”/30” on board
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What Favors Of God You Deny - II - 2013
22”/30” on board
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Healing Prayer - 2014
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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The Beneficent, The Merciful - 2013
22”/30” Acrylics on Canvas
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Pour Patience On Me - 2012
58”/60”



68
So That You Know Each Other - 2 - 2014
15” diameter Acrylics on board
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Pour Patience On Me - II - 2013
24”/36” on canvas 
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With Truth and Patience - 2012
52”/72” Acrylics on canvas



71

Creation Of Humanity - 2011
60”/72” Acrylics on canvas
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We Witness - 2011
36”/70” Acrylics on canvas



You Will Be Satisfied - 2013
And verily thy Lord will give unto thee so that thou wilt be content. 		
Al Quran 93:5

Increase Me In Knowledge - 2013
My Lord! Advance me in knowledge.					      	
Al Quran 20:114

My Lord Has Forgiven Me - 2013
For that my Lord has granted me Forgiveness and has enrolled me among those held 
in honor!  
Al Quran 36:27

No One Has The Strength To Change Things, Except Him - 2013
There is no might or power except with Allah.
Hadith:Sahih al-Bukhari 

What Favors of God You Deny - 2013
Then which of the favors of your Lord will ye deny? 	
Al Quran 55:13

So That You Know Each Other: I - 2014
O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made 
you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise 
each other). Verily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the 
most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with 
all things). 		
Al Quran 49:13
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28

30

32

33

34

36

Sufi Chanting - 2012
“La Ilaha Ilallah”
Shahada - There is no god but Allah

So That You Know Each Other-III - 2014
O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made 
you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise 
each other). Verily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the 
most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with 
all things). 		
Al Quran 49:13

Remembrance Of God Brings Peace To The Hearts - 2014
 For without doubt in the remembrance of Allah do hearts find satisfaction.		
Al Quran 13:28

Praise Him Day And Night - 2013
And Glorify Him morning and evening. 					  
Al Quran 33:42

Mercy For All - 2014
He said: “With My punishment I visit whom I will; but My mercy extendeth to all 
things.”  
Al Quran 7:156

Pleased and Pleasing - 2011
O Ye Tranquil Soul, return to your Lord well pleased and well pleasing. 
 Al Quran 89:27-28
 
Do Not Give Up Hope From Allah - 2014
Despair not of the Mercy of Allah: for Allah forgives all sins: for He is Oft-Forgiving, 
Most Merciful.
Al Quran 39:53



Salaam - 2011
“Peace! a Word (of salutation) from a Lord Most Merciful!		
Al Quran 36:58 

Indeed I Am The Sinner - 2011
There is no god but You, glory be to You, Indeed I was a sinner.
 Al Quran 21:87

If Allah Helps No One Can Defeat You - 2014
If Allah helps you, none can overcome you: 						    
Al Quran 3:160

He Sees All - 2012
No vision can grasp Him, but His grasp is over all vision: He is above all 
comprehension yet is acquainted with all things. 
Al Quran 6:103 

We Worship You And Ask You For Help - 2012
Thee do we worship, and Thine aid we seek. 	
Al Quran 1:05 

God Is Subtle And All-Knowing - 2013
Should He not know what He created? And He is the Subtle, the Aware. 
Al Quran 67:14

My God I Am In Need Of Any Good You Can Send Me - 2014
O my Lord! Truly am I in (desperate) need of any good that thou dost send me! 	
Al Quran 28:24

My Destiny - 2014
Nothing will happen to us except what Allah has decreed for us: He is our protector: 
and on Allah let the Believers put their trust. 	
Al Quran 9:51
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Fear Not God Is With Us - 2013
Have no fear, Indeed Allah is with us						    
Al Quran 9:40

Call On Me And I Answer You - 2012
And your Lord says: “Call on Me; I will answer your (Prayer)			 
Al Quran 40:60 

Fear Not - I Am With You Both Listening And Seeing - 2013
He said: “Fear not: for I am with you: I hear and see (everything).
Al Quran 20:46 

Be Grateful - 2013
I give thee, and be of those who give thanks. 
Al Quran 7:144

Covenant with Prophets - 2011
Behold! Allah took the covenant of the Prophets saying: “I give you a Book and 
Wisdom; then comes to you a Messenger, confirming what is with you; do ye believe 
him and render him help.” Allah said: “Do ye agree, and take this My Covenant as 
binding on you?” They said: “We agree.”			 
Al Quran 3:81

Allah - 2012

Peace - Greeting From The Beneficent Lord - 2013
Peace! a Word (of salutation) from a Lord Most Merciful!
Al Quran 36:58

Accept My Prayer - 2012
 O our Lord! and accept Thou my Prayer. 					   
Al Quran 14:40
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Comes Ease After Each Difficulty - 2012
Verily with every difficulty there is relief.					   
Al Quran 94:6

If You Remember Me, I Will Remember You - 2013
Then do ye remember me; I will remember you. 					   
Al Quran 2:152

Be And It Is - 2012
Verily, when He intends a thing, His command is “Be” and it is!	
Al Quran 36:82 

My God Is Near And He Listens - 2013
For my lord is (always) near, ready to answer.						    
Al Quran 11:61
 
Indeed You Give In Abundance - 2013
Thou art the Grantor of bounties without measure. 				  
Al Quran 3:8

Living Together In Compassion - 2011
Help ye one another in righteousness and piety, but help ye not one another in sin 
and rancour: 
Al Quran 5:02

What Favors Of God You Deny - III - 2013
Then which of the favors of your Lord will ye deny? 			 
Al Quran 55:13 

What Favors Of God You Deny - II - 2013
Then which of the favors of your Lord will ye deny? 			 
Al Quran 55:13 
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Healing Prayer - 2014
Who listens to the (soul) distressed when it calls on Him, and who relieves its 
suffering  
Al Quran 27:62 

The Beneficent, The Merciful - 2013
Most Gracious, Most Merciful: 
Al Quran 1:3

Pour Patience On Me - 2012
Our Lord! Pour out on us patience and constancy				  
Al Quran 7:126

So That You Know Each Other - 2 - 2014
O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made 
you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise 
each other). Verily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the 
most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with 
all things). 		
Al Quran 49:13

Pour Patience On Me - II - 2013
Our Lord! Pour out on us patience and constancy, 			 
Al Quran 7:126
 
With Truth And Patience - 2012
(join together) in the mutual teaching of Truth, and of Patience and Constancy.  
Al Quran 103:03
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Creation Of Humanity - 2011
O mankind! reverence your Guardian-Lord Who created you from a single person, 
created, of like nature, his mate and from them twain scattered (like seeds) countless 
men and women;		
Al Quran 4:01

We Witness - 2011
When thy Lord drew forth from the Children of Adam― from their loins― their 
descendants, and made them testify concerning them, (saying): “Am I not your Lord 
(who cherishes and sustains you)?”― They said: “Yea! we do testify!”			 
Al Quran 7:172
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Salma Arastu (maiden name Kamlesh Hingorani) is painter, sculptor 
and poet. As a visual artist she has almost 40 solo shows to her 
credit, won several awards including East Bay Community’s fund 
for artists in 2012 and 2014, three works in public places and three 
books published with her poems and paintings. “Dard Ki Seedhiyan” 
in Hindi (1981) ”The Lyrical Line: Embracing All and Flowing” (Half 
Full Press, Oakland Publishers, 2008) and “Turning Rumi: Singing 
Verses of Love Unity and Freedom” (2012). 

Born into the Hindu tradition in her native India, and embracing 
Islam later on, she has enjoyed the beauty of these two distinctive 
traditions first hand. At birth, she was given the life-defining 
challenge of a left hand without fingers. Through her belief in the 
unity of an all-encompassing God, she was able to transcend barriers 
of religion, culture, and the cultural perceptions of handicaps. She 
uses her life experiences and her pain to bridge the solidifying 
divisions between different faiths that are so prevalent in our culture 
today. Inspired by the imagery, sculpture and writings of her Indian 
heritage and Islamic spirituality, she explores the universality of 
humanity by creating paintings and sculptures that break down 
the barriers that divide us and promote harmony, peace and 
understanding. 

www.salmaarastustudio.com


