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Salma Arastu is a universal artist based in
Berkeley, California. She is a woman, artist, and
mother – and none of these by themselves. She
rejects being labelled an artist of any particular
category because she is artist for everyone with
her goal of bringing joy and connectivity to all
beings. She works to create harmony in her work
and to bring the universality of humanity
through her paintings, sculptures, calligraphy,
and poetry. Most recently, she has been inspired
by ecological themes and especially her newly
found love and fascination with mycorrhizae
and the importance of fungi in the regeneration
of forests – and life. “Humanity would not be
what it is without the hidden network of
mycorrhizae and its lifegiving force.” You can
find out more about her work, her philosophy,
and love of Mother Earth at SalmaArastu.com.

 If you are interested in meeting Salma and seeing her
artwork,  plan a visit to the  East Bay Open Studios

Holiday Event on Dec. 2-3, 11AM-5PM. Visit
eastbayopenstudios.com for more information. 

Her studio is located in the Sawtooth building at 
2547 Eighth Street Berkeley, CA 94710. 

 Meet the Artist

California Native Plant Society, Yerba Buena Chapter

By Candace Low

Reaching Out, 2022. 60X30 in., charcoal, rust,
jute twine on handmade paper mounted on board



Salma: Let's start with your question about
what I'm seeing, these unseen mysteries.
And these visuals are coming because I'm
reading them from scientists. You know what
you are investigating, what you are writing,
what the images you are creating online.
You are seeing through a microscope. Those
are giving me energy, you know, and new
visuals are appearing in my mind because I
was always into this, that. 

How do I connect people?

It has always my intention; has been to bring
humanity together. And through my Arabic
calligraphy I was trying to bring humanity
and soul together. But now I say, I'm
connecting humanity, soil, and soul –
because soil is so important.

The planet has become important, the
priority for us. You know that we have to
save this planet. We have to repair it. We
have to help it, you know, as much as we
can. So, I was searching for those remedies,
you know. How can I help [the planet]?

How can I help? 

And I found this mycelium, mushrooms, and
frankly, started with watching Fantastic
Fungi. That movie. That movie was really
very uplifting and introduced me to fungi.
You know, like how beneficial they are; and
how rapidly they grow, and how rapidly they
are running and rushing towards each other
under the ground. The energy, you know,
and surviving the whole forest.

Candace: Okay. I'm here with Salma Arastu.
I have some general questions for you. I
want to get to know you better. This is a new
position for me also as part of the California
Native Plant society. But I feel like you and I
are coming from kind of opposite ends of
the same planet, but with the same energy.
I have some art background, but even in
science, when I study ecology, I have a
similar approach to you in thinking about
the world and the connectivity. And I just
love your work because you are able to
express what I'm trying to find and look at
same as you, but I'm trying to explain it
through the scientific investigation. And it's
just so interesting that I'm here with you
because it was through my Yoga practice
when I got locked out of the studio – and
lost roaming the empty hallways of the
building. Yes, and you know the energy just
sort of brought us together at this time, and
I am just amazed by the flow of it, which is
energetically in this room, too, which is why I
was brought here. So, anyway, I just wanted
to say that. I really want to open the door to
you to describe your art and bring that
connectivity to people who are, you know,
identifying plants who love what nature
brings. At the same time, you're able to
express something that we know is there. 

I N T E R V I E W  T R A N S C R I P T
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On October 4, 2023, CNPS Board
Member, Candace Low, interviewed
Salma at her Berkeley studio. The
transcript of their rich conversation is
below.



It amazed me that if only we could take
some lessons from the nature. You know
we'll be so happy. The connection between
humanity and nature is so important.
Because then only we will find that
happiness, the joy that you're looking for in
our daily life. I think that that's what I'm
doing presently. 

As you see on my studio wall and my table.
These new vistas are appearing each day,
and I'm using different materials. I have
become conscious that I'm not using
acrylics because they are plastic based. So
I'm using more rust. which I make myself. 

Candace: Rust?

Salma: Rust. 

I soaked the steel wool in white vinegar for a
week or 2 weeks, and then I apply on the
canvas, or paper. And it gives me the
orange color which I am looking for. You
know the “under the earth”, the earth color,
you know.

That’s all, you know. So you'll be amazed
that I have been using the rust to paint
these things. And then I used the pastels
and fibers, and you know, pen and ink - and
also actually twigs from the ground. Or I do
the digital. I take pictures of the roots on the
ground and then manipulate that in
Photoshop. So, they become very dense. 

And then I take those digital photographs,
print them on the paper and work on that
also. So I'm using different techniques which
I wasn't aware that I had them with me. You
know, like they're just coming each day, you
know. So I'm really excited about this new
work. And I have been sending my proposals
around. I call it, “Soil and Soul”.

Soil and Soul - That's the proposal I've been
sending around because I want to show
these works. I want to share with the
community what they are not able to see.

I know scientists are doing a wonderful job
of finding out these things. And I think,
because of what God has given me, that
talent to print those visions out, you know,
and share them with my community. So
that's what I am doing.

Candace: I feel like you're the one who's the
one channeling. It’s why personally I’ve felt
stuck. Because I find the information, but no
one can hear me. 

Salma: Yes. Yes, I understand what you're
saying.

Candace: Yeah. And I've been looking for
this outlet, and I found it in this maze of a
building, and then I come here [to meet
you].

My Heart is the Portal, 2023 
12X12 in., rust and natural palm fiber on board
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Finding the mother tree

Salma: So nice and I'm glad to meet you. So
I've been reading a lot, as I told you, these
books from Merlin Sheldrake, and also from
this writer, Sophie Strand. 

She writes beautifully. She wrote, “Fungi are
the original angels, roots, root messengers,
weavers. Communicators. They sew soil to
plants, trees to trees, and they hold
ecosystems together like conversations.”

When I read such descriptions, you know, I'm
filled with visuals. I mean, I want to do so
much. And, you know, I've been doing every
day, but there's no end. 

And then I read this Merlin Sheldrake's book,
Entangled Life. And how we are entangled
together, you know. So that is that my, that is
my theme. So yeah, like, he really projected
it for me in words, and I could break out the
visuals. And I also enjoyed reading Suzanne
Simard's “Finding the Mother Tree.”

It was an amazing book. So, and also, Robin
Wall Kimmerer's “Braiding Sweet Grass.” So,
all these books have, you know, led me to
these unseen vistas, mysterious vistas that
I'm finding each day. [Candace: By "vistas"
you mean, like visions or grand views?] Yeah,
exactly. Yeah. So I'm really enjoying myself
doing this work. 

Faith and humanity

And to go back a little bit… Since last 5 years,
I have been doing a project based on my
faith. Quran book was teaching me that God
created everything for a purpose. And He
created this earth for all creatures, and
each creature has a community like yours.

Humanity is not the only community. There
are thousands of other communities, and
you have to learn from each other. I was
amazed, like, you know, when I read that you
are here to learn from each other. You are
not superior, you are not superior, you're not
the top of the pyramids.

Praying Together, 2009. 36 x 60 in., acrylic on canvas
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The purpose of artYou are all in a circle together, so you have
to learn about each other, so that verse and
many more verses which showed me that
how the plants grow, and how the birds live,
what we can learn from animals, what we
can learn from spider. And so amazing
revelations like, you know, and my heart was
full of this compassion. And you know I think
it was a divine invitation to lead, which was
leading me towards this. And then I read
that book, and [it] brought all the unseen
vistas, you know, like what I felt. But then
fungi took me further down under the earth,
under my feet, and I was amazed. The world
of energy and the world of nurturing life
there. [And forests can't survive] without it. 

Candace: Exactly. Yeah.

Salma: So not only that. You'll be surprised
that [my work] is not only mycelium
nowadays. I'm also doing microbes. Small,
tiniest creatures, you know.

Learning about them like how they turn the
soil, and how it's so important. How they are
so important for our gut. And how the
bacteria is life-giving. 

If fungi was not there, we will all be lying
around on the ground. It's only the fungi that
knows how to recycle us. Keeps it going. 

I'm just amazed. And I don't know if I ever I'll
stop. But each day is a new inspiration. Now,
I'm learning about lichen, also that how
lichen is connecting.

Candace: Did you know that lichen is a
symbiotic relationship? It’s just like you said,
it’s the process of coming together and
living together and sharing and helping
each other. So wonderful. 

Candace: So, let's see. There was something
else I wanted to ask you. I think you've
answered so many of my questions already.
I want to ask you how you feel about the
purpose, the purpose of art. You know you're
expressing yourself, and it's what you do,
and you can't wait, right? It just kind of
comes through you, that energy. Do you
think that art has also that purpose? I mean,
you say that everything God made for this
purpose. So is art a simple expression of
energy, or does it have a bigger purpose to
really speak out?

Salma: Art is a mirror of what we see. You
know, today, nobody might notice my work.
It's okay. But years later, I'm sure they will
see this because it mirrors. This has become
an important, beneficial thing in our life. You
know, like microbes and mycelia.

So, I mirror what I see because that is why
the art is. That is what the art's job is: social
awareness, social injustice, climate injustice. 

All these things affect us as human beings,
and then they just, through that feeling, the
compassion, they come out through our
hand. And personally, my belief, these are
all guided by the Divine. Because nothing I
plan. My works just come out from my heart,
through my hand and on the canvas. And
they reflect and reveal what is going on
within me. So, art is very important. 

We are not only artists. I'm not saying, "me".  
Artists are the visionaries; they are showing
you not only today, but they are showing
you solutions for the future, you know. So,
they bring out the experiences from the past
-- and the solution for the future. 

If you look at it, art, and if you read the artist's statements.
Each artist is striving hard to reveal what you know. 

They are filled with the visions inside them. 
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Lyrical Lines and Movement

Candace: I want to just know more stories
about the different pieces. Is there one piece
in this room right now that speaks to you the
most that you want to share about? 

Salma: Oh, there's so many. Like the one with
the hearts. And then on the top you see that
one, that title, that is Arabic calligraphy. Also,
and my humanity figures.

And you will see that all figures are moving
towards one source. That circle. So I wanted
to show him this, that we all belong to same
source. We return to same source. So that
was the thing. Each painting is for me is a
story. This one right here is called the Mother
Earth Roaring because Mother Earth has
been getting us all through so many
generations and centuries, you know. And
now we have but what we have given her we
have been abusing.

We have been tormenting her. So, it's like a
Roaring Mother Earth. The words in
calligraphy say that Mother Earth is the
giver, the shaper, I mean. She's the creator,
and what we have done to her, you know,
like she is carrying [us] in her womb. I mean
protecting us. So same with all these
connected figures in the in the back of you.

This, this one. So right from beginning, I used
to use children connected, because I always
believe that we are just one spirit, and the
“lyrical line”, which I call it, connects – and
all of them are together. So, this is my
inspiration.

The lyrical line is my inspiration.

And it has always guided me. My story
begins with the line, and these are from
Rumi's poetry, and Rumi was a universal
poet, you know.

Like his poetry, liked by all, Western or
Eastern, or anybody, you know. Liked by
people anywhere because it's very uplifting.
And in my work, I want to be a universal
artist. I don't want to be divided into labels
with Indian, Muslim, Hindu, or woman, or
handicapped. 

No, I'm just a universal artist, and my art is
for everyone. That is my intention, and my
art should give hope to all. That is my
intention. Hope and peace to all. So, I'm so
grateful when people come to my studio.
And they do find, and they do comment,
that they are feeling peaceful.

So that is really greatest compliment,
because my intention is to spread joy and
bring people together. And this sculpture,
which, you see, they are part of my family.

That they're dancing together, bringing joy
to each other and to others and they're
connected together, enjoying together. You
know, that is the purpose of doing this. And I
want them in the public places. So, some of
them, a couple of them, have been in public
places 10 feet tall.

So that one. That one is a target for what I aim
for some day. It is dancing with us. I call it
“Celebration of Life”. Just celebrating life. 
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Song of the Mushrooms, 2023, 60X30 in., Digital, rust, oil
pastels on handmade paper mounted on Burlap

NEW HOPE-MYCELIAL FLOW

https://salmaarastu.com/art/paintings/energy-and-hope-series/

