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“Silence may be difficult to recognize on a simple sheet of paper.
It might be better understood when associated with words on the page.”

Carla Salem
Tokyo
August, 2011



The Enchanting Hub

This enchanting hub, tucked away in the turbulent east Mediterranean, never ceases to surprise its
devout lovers with astonishing and refreshing connections...

In 2015, at the inauguration of Hala Choucair’s memorable exhibition, | was handed the catalogue of
the show. An elegant slim publication that had handled the graphic designer’s nightmare of bi-lingual
publications in Arabic and European typography, designed with ingenuity, intelligence and elegance
that made me enquire who the designer was...

That was the first time | heard of Carla Salem...

At a later gallery event, | met Carla Salem, and in lieu of the usual vernisage chitchat, an in depth
extended conversation was taking place on the pavement outside the gallery, covering issues of
creativity, communication, art education disciplines and other current debates...

This, for me, was possibly another example of this new crop of young emerging talent that people this
city, in spite of its apparent deteriorating intellectual environment... and I had to further investigate my
intuitive hunch...

A visit to her studio - Carla calls it her office - to preview her current exhibition, was an ideal backdrop to
rediscover an organized mind that is meticulously reflected in her luminous workspace...

Our conversation that morning, while covering the further unraveling of her improbable career and
life decisions was concentrated on these works and on her current existence between two cultural
and linguistic poles, Japanese that she learnt and continues to do, and Arabic that she admits with
endearing candor that she is still learning...

After her graduating in graphic from AUB in 2000, she was at loss in grappling with the limitations
of work prospects in her profession, at the time... She taught for spell... Designed books... The Art of
Rawas was an early major graphic accomplishment, commissioned by her AUB teacher and mentor the
Lebanese artist Mohammad al Rawas. It was an early example of her applied talent...

The anxiety and confusion about her future professional life persisted into 2004... When one day, going
through these anxious future discussions with her calligraphy teacher and mentor Samir Sayegh, he
flew a * Why don't you go to Japan to study typography?”... The concept caught her imagination. She
gave that suggestion serious consideration. She did not want to study typography, she decided on
Japan and started the process, to find herself introduced to her original passion, the millennial art of
paper making in the far away village of Nagaoka, for a long apprenticeship in the arduous and long
seasonal process of Japanese paper making, and that of impregnating it with personal meaningful
silence...

Last week, in her studio in Beirut, we went over much of what is on display here, all delicately handled
and passionately explained...

twofold 5

“... lwanted to develop a dialogue between Japanese and Arabic calligraphy...”

" ... These large ones were the subject of my doctoral theses,

Aposiopesis: A graphical interpretation of silence on Paper...”

*...and these... these were my Master degree thesis project...” Four large vertical scrolls of snow-white
vibrating sheets with what looked like a large teardrop shape illuminated watermark, and a very precise
graphic screen application on each that intrigued my insatiable curiosity, that | had to touch physically
to understand... She explained that the watermark effect was a manufacturing error that is usually
discarded in Japan, but she liked it, and integrated the error into her composition. The graphic applications
what intrigued me most ... " It is silkscreened in white on the inverse side of the paper...”

Mystery cleared, and we continued inspecting her Dialogue series...

While these had the clear imprimatur of hard, honest and concentrated creative work... Something
irked me about the validity of their title.

A dialogue is between two reasoning entities with a desire to reach a common understanding. These
bi-lingual calligraphic ink on paper works could not have had that human will. Yet they exuded valid
attempts at aesthetic harmony... superposed...or entwined...

Here we have a reconciliation process between two writing disciplines: One based on the fude
(pronounced fudé), the other on the Qasabah reed; one on Sumi inks, the other on mixed artisanal liquid
ingredients that are being quickly replaced by industry; and between one that still thrives on millennial
Washi paper tradition, while the other survives on available industrial paper, due to the total disappearance

of Middle Eastern paper traditions... A daunting challenge indeed...

Now on reflection, it dawns on me that an inter disciplinary fugue is a more appropriate christening for
this innovative and brave attempt that surely promises a distinguished career to follow up... | trust that
Carla’s talent will find its way to evolve her original attempt at inter cultural dialogue into the enchanting

genesis of a cohesive and original visual fugue that may enrich our contribution to art.

Waddah Faris
Beirut, March 2016



Golden Sunbeams

Golden sunbeams make their way through the wind-shaken trees.

Calligraphed shapes slowly appear and disappear across the shaded silhouettes of leaves and branches

on the watermarked surface of a fluttering paper, hanging on a thread.

There are no sounds, only the tranquil hum of the breeze, the slight cringing of the paper, and the
rustle of the trees.

In this scene, captured during Carla Salem’s time in Japan, the elements come together in hypnotizing
harmony, bringing out the subtleties at play in her Kami to no mojigatari series, a collection of works
consisting of watermarked, self-made washi paper, adorned with Salem’s unique interpretations of

both Arabic and Japanese calligraphies.

These works are ones of the many products of the artist’s long stay in Japan, after her graduation from
the American University of Beirut's department of graphic design, where she had developed an
interest in and knowledge of Arabic calligraphy and writing systems, under the trainings of professor
Samir El Sayegh. There, in the small town of Oguni, she discovered traditional Japanese techniques of
papermaking and calligraphy, and a new language.

Komorebi, for example, is a Japanese concept that describes light, and the idea that every ray from the
sun will come to meet the earth in a unique and different manner. "It expresses in a visual way that

every moment is precious on its own”, Salem explains, an idea she tries to include in her artwork.

As it changes with the changing light, as it varies with its every variation, her work thus gains a
contingence, a fleeting property that comes to mark the fleeting moment the artist attempts to
capture. Light in these works becomes a key element, without which they could not be understood;

light molds, it changes them, giving them an almost ethereal quality.

Salem’s works are ones of duality; her watermarks play on visibility and invisibility, on the hidden that

only reveals itself in light, a changing light that never hits the earth the same way.

Twofold then becomes an expression of this duality, present throughout the entirety of her body of
work, and also found in the marriage of languages and calligraphies, but it is, additionally, a great
homage, a love declaration to paper and papermaking themselves. “Paper is not just a background, it's
alive, it’s a living entity of its own”, she explains.

Indeed with Salem, paper, a material that is seldom given much thought or attention, and is often
perceived as merely the support of the “actual” work of art, comes to occupy the forefront, along with
the very writing it harbors. The artist thus describes the papermaking process with great passion, and

an emphasis on the physical but also rhythmic nature of the
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labor, one that engages the maker's body in its totality in a practice that becomes almost meditative.
As she demonstrates this in her many films and images taken in Japan, a somewhat performative
aspect in the act of paper-making becomes obvious, one that is also translated in her work, in her
calligraphy that unfolds in time, holding within its brushwork the movement of its own creation, as the
eye follows and recreates the traces of the hand and its journey across the paper.

Brussels, a series created during the artist's summer residency in Belgium, demonstrates this
characteristic. The works engage the viewers' gaze in a sort of puzzle, as they explore the familiar yet
undecipherable shapes of calligraphy in Arabic and Japanese, those are freed from literality, and their
traditional relationship to meaning, they become silent words that engage in a purely visual
interaction, a mute dialogue. Merged, and often completing each other, they take on a movement of
their own, combining the gestuality of both traditions, in this rhythmical encounter.

This interaction between calligraphies is further explored in relation to its intersection with paper, in a
series of silkscreens, featuring a variety of words and characters in both languages, brought together
in juxtaposition as they engage in what can only be described as a dance, a waltz where each word or
character advances or reclines, appears or disappears, in function of the paper and its finely varying

color.

The subtle change in gradation and appearance throughout the series becomes the manifestation of
the subtlety that moves the works in Twofold, a quality that requires, and almost demands a certain

mindset, a form of presence, to engage with it, understand it, and feel its various layers unfold.

Aya Alameddine
Beirut, March 2016
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Carla Salem
b.1978
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Carla R. Salem (Lebanese, 1978) is a papermaker and printmaker whose work explores words and language. Having lived
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in Japan for seven years, Salem merges Japanese language and culture with her native Arabic through an exploration of
the surface and texture of self made mulberry paper (washi) and its relationship and interaction with light. Her Masters
(MFA) was triggered by a research on papermaking and developed with an emphasis on papermaking and its relationship
with screenprinting. The work eventually unfolded into a PhD from Tokyo University of Arts, School of Fine Arts, with a
self-driven research focused on lacquered printmaking using handmade paper. Her personal printmaking methods were
inspired from a foundation class on the uses of urushi to create Maki-e. Salem is continuously developing her own
printmaking techniques while teaching screenprinting as well as papermaking,at the American University of Beirut and
at the Lebanese University of Fine Arts.
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HIWAR series

Calligraphy ink on 90g Japanese paper
14.8x10 cm-each
2015




Calligraphy ink on 90g Japanese paper
14.8x10 cm
2015
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(Following pages: 14 and 15)

Calligraphy ink on 90g Japanese paper
64 x 21cm each

2014
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LEAVES series

Pigment ink on self made washi
19 x19 cm-each
2014
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China ink&pigment on Japanese calligaphy paper
33 x 24.5 cm-each
2014
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BRUXELLES series

Pigment and water based ink on Indian paper
33 x 24.5cm-each
2015

B Shipa
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Pigment and water based ink on Indian paper

40 x 30 cm each
2015
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Pigment and water based ink on Indian paper

33 x 20 cm-each
2015
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Pigment and water based ink on Egyptian paper
36.5x 26 cm each
2015



SCREENPRINT series Water based ink on Japanese paper

39 x 27 cm-each, edition 10/10

2015

TORI
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HEIWA series

Water based screenprint on self made washi
Diptych, 70 x 48 cm each
2008
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PEACE-MA series

Water based screenprint on self made washi
Diptych, 70 x 48 cm-each, edition AP
2008
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Water based screenprint on self made washi
Diptych, 70 x 48 cm-each, edition AP
2008
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Snow

Urushi lacquer on self made washi
145 x 70 cm, edition 1/1

2010
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Mind

Urushilacquer on self made washi persimmon dyed washi
145 x 70 cm, edition 1/1

2010
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Dawn

Urushi lacquer on self made persimmon dyed washi
145 x 70 cm, edition 1/1

2010
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Water

Urushi lacquer on self made washi
145 x 70 cm, edition 1/1

2010
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