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This exhibition familiarizes the public with a series of monochrome works produced by John Carswell:
the art historian, artist, teacher, explorer, curator and scholar of Near, Middle, and Far Eastern art and
culture. Carswell graduated in 1951 from the Royal College of Art in London, and instead of setting out
to conquer the British art world, ruled at the time by local social realists, he embarked on a steamboat
and entered the Middle East through the port of Beirut. For almost six decades now, John Carswell
has been studying this region, following on the heels of his lifelong source of inspiration, the medieval
Islamic explorer Ibn Battuta. Instead of tracing the routes of the sacred hajj however, Carswell has
been closely observing the pilgrimage of artistic ideas, the circulation of cultural currents within
and beyond an area that gave the world its earliest great civilizations. His interest in the art, culture
and history of the Fertile Crescent has led him to various places and positions: from archaeological
excavations in Turkey, Jordan, Syria, and Palestine, to teaching fine arts at the American University
of Beirut, to following in the footsteps of the first Western explorers of Central Asia, to becoming the
Curator of the Oriental Institute and then Director of the Smart Museum at the University of Chicago,
and later moving back to London to become the Director of the Islamic and South Asian Department
of Sotheby's, London. His passion for the Orient has taken various forms: from art works, graphics
and design for various political activist campaigns and scholarly treatises, to curating exhibitions or
writing scholarly books and articles. Carswell has written on such topics as Chinese blue-and-white
porcelain in the Near East; Armenian architecture in seventeenth-century Isfahan; Kiitahya tiles and
pottery in the Cathedral of St. James in Jerusalem; Islamic book binding and book making; Arab
seafaring; Coptic tattoo designs; metalworking in the streets of Beirut; painting in the Islamic world;
and the history of Lebanese painting—to mention only a few.

This exhibition, however, deals primarily with John Carswell's art, and only secondarily with his
writings and scholarly or curatorial projects. It can be difficult to draw a clear line between “Carswell
the artist” and “Carswell the everything else”: a result of his refusal to specialize, in a world that
demands narrow specialization and linear thinking. This aspect of Carwell's personality — the rich
combination of interests and skills that sets him apart from many contemporary artists as well as
scholars — has inspired and motivated this project. In this exhibition, we come to suggest that perhaps
the traveler-artist-draftsman-scholar-researcher-curator-activist model proposed and personified by
John Carswell over the course of six decades may be regarded as an epitome of what is today called
the “global artist.” In other words, perhaps today an artist might earn this title not on the basis of
accumulated frequent flyer miles, but on how comprehensively, far-reachingly and truly globally he or
she can integrate a wide array of knowledge and experiences into the laws of artistic form, scholarly
research, or curatorial practice.

In the exhibition — which runs simultaneously in The Rose and Shaheen Saleeby museum (former
AUB Art Gallery) and AUB Byblos Bank Art Gallery — we show a series of monochrome objects
made by John Carswell in the 1960s. Most of these solid white, or black-and-white, artworks were
made in the heat of a creative fever during one hot summer, in the upper studios of the Nicely Hall

building at AUB. At that time, monochrome was becoming a common artistic phenomenon of late
modernism; but what makes Carswell's monochromes stand out is the place of their genesis. His
self-imposed chromatic limitation has interesting origins, which it seems to us relate in some ways
to the discourse of Orientalism. One example is Carswell's extensive use of black ink drawings,
when he worked in the early 1950s as draftsman for Kathleen Kenyon's archeological expedition in
Jericho. In one of his statements, as well, Carswell maintains that the intense and rich color of the
Mediterranean sky causes brilliantly emblazoned painting to look slightly vulgar, hence his complete
renunciation of color. In this, Carswell's work distinguishes itself not only from that of his modernist
post-World War Il contemporaries but also from that of generations of artists before him, artists
whose engagement with the Orient, both as place and as concept, modified their work formally or
chromatically. With this series of monochrome two- and three-dimensional works, Carswell seems
to have come to challenge the very core of painterly Orientalism: the rich colorfulness, luminance
and chromatic brightness that it is believed to be the result of the European painters’ encounter with
intense Mediterranean or Middle Eastern sunlight. Carswell, then, works against the grain, or against
the palettes, of the romantic, realist, naturalist, impressionist and modernist Orientalists and other
painters who have worked in or have been influenced by the idea of the Orient over the course of
almost two hundred years. Carswell's chromatic reductionism, his monochrome Orientalism or “trans-
Oriental monochrome” — which originates in Beirut and then travels during the 1960s and 1970s to
various venues in Western Europe and North America — together with his constructivist aesthetics is
an important statement in the art, aesthetics and politics of the ongoing dialogue between Western
and Eastern art.

We take an opportunity presented to us by John Carswell to raise a series of questions with regard
to the painterly trajectory of this dialogue during the second half of the last century.

Octavian Esanu
Curator, AUB Art Galleries






IN 1956, JOHN CARSWELL - artist, archaeologist, and
multifaceted scholar — first came to live in Beirut, Lebanon,
where he taught at the American University of Beirut for
twenty years. During this time, his experiences here shaped
his work and career, and his unique interests and talents

shaped the university's history in turn.

Born in London on November 16, 1931, Carswell decided at
an early age that he wanted to be an artist. Between 1948-
1951, he attended the Royal College of Art in London on
scholarship. Carswell remembers the immediate postwar
London of this period as a grim, grey and smoggy place,
and the Royal College as dominated by the “kitchen
sink” school: “a peculiarly English brand of social realism
which did indeed feature kitchen sinks, unwashed dishes
and stubbed-out cigarettes painted in various shades
of sludge.” Carswell however felt a greater, though
unfashionable, interest in Matisse.

After his Royal College graduation, Carswell worked
from 1951-1956 as an archaeological draughtsman
and surveyor at various excavations in the Near and
Middle East, including Jericho with Dame Kathleen
Kenyon. On the way to Jericho, arriving by dilapidated
Greek steamer, he encountered Beirut, and the
Middle East, for the first time. He wove through the
hustle and bustle of the Bourg, then with his fellow
excavators negotiated for a service-taxi to their
final destination, and drove through the mountains
and the Bekaa valley into Syria and down through
Jordan by night. Not long after, he woke up at the
Winter Palace hotel in Jericho:

| could not believe my eyes. | was in the middle of the
Jericho oasis, surrounded by palm groves, brilliantly colored
flowers, birds and various kinds of animals, and rushing
water-channels. The sky was bright blue of an unimaginable
intensity - it was for me, aged 21, as if someone had turned
on the lights for the first time. | was entranced, and felt
perhaps that | had been instinctively right in liking Matisse.

For three months in Jericho — the lowest city
on earth, at a thousand feet below sea level —
the archaeologists excavated its ancient fell
Inhabited since 9000 BC, Jericho grew up
beside a spring known as Elisha’s fountain in
the Old Testament. It was here that agriculture

was invented, and animals domesticated for the first time; it was here, though they had no inkling
yet, that the team would find a missing link between the end of prehistory and the beginning of
civilization, when hunter-gatherers became permanent settlers. They built mud-brick houses, half-
underground — just as they would continue to be built up until the end of the 19" century, as
protection against the scorching summer sun — and arranged them in a little village. This grew into
one of the first urban complexes in the world, with a high stone wall and defensive circular towers.
Carswell recalls squeezing into a newly-excavated stone staircase inside one of these towers, to
sketch the skeletons of those who had defended it not long after the end of the last Ice Age. He
also surveyed the underground tombs of the Middle Bronze Age cemetery, to draw the skeletons
and their pots, spears and ornaments. The archaeologists lived in tents around Elisha’s spring, at
the base of the ancient fe/l It became clear to Carswell at this time that artifacts made thousands
of years ago by unknown craftsmen can have just as great a presence, and quality, as anything
made today, and that “a true work of art is invested with such emotive power that it transcends the
personality of its creator.”

Digging in Jericho took place in the winters, and in the summers Carswell traveled elsewhere,
working in Turkey with Seton Lloyd at Beycesultan, in Athens for Alan Wace and_Lord-William
Taylour, in Jordan for Gerald Lankester Harding, and in Crete for Sinclair Hood at Knossos. He
also visited St. Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai, and worked with Diana Kirkwood on a temple and a
pre-Islamic sanctuary in the Wadi Rumm on the frontier with Saudi Arabia. As Carswell remembers:

With-no scholarly background, by osmosis | began to develop a sense of history, and of the origins and development of
civilization in-the Near East. | also began to see how late, and how peripheral European culture was to the monumental
evolutionary process-which had taken place in what has come to be referred to as the Fertile Crescent,

Then, in 1956, Carswell was offered a job as Instructor of drawing, painting and sculpture in the
newly-formed Department of Fine Arts at the American University of Beirut. His arrival in Beirut was,
of course, his second one, and he arrived this time not from Europe but from the hinterlands and
environs of the Arab world.

At that time, the Art Department was barely a year old. AUB's President Stephen Penrose had
invited a young woman from the Art Institute of Chicago, Maryette Charlton, to start the Department,
which she did with the help of several other Chicago artists. Carswell came to feel that this was an
inspired decision, since in the United States model as opposed to European one, art departments
were not separate enclaves but departments alongside all the others. Students in all majors could
take fine arts courses, and fine arts majors could train in mathematics or literature. In this way, they
could all continue to learn from each other — instead of art students, for example, knowing nothing
except the ends of their paintbrushes. The American fine arts teaching programs had also been
enriched and revolutionized by émigrés from Germany during the war, like Walter Gropius, Josef
Albers, and their Bauhaus colleagues. This also went for the School of the Art Institute in Chicago,
which along with the lllinois Institute of Technology made Chicago at the time an exciting place to
be a student of art or architecture.

Chicago, through Maryette Charlton and her colleagues, thus informed and inspired art teaching
at AUB in the 50s and 60s. This was something of a change of pace, at a time when Beirut was
greatly oriented toward France when it came to cultural and literary matters. As AUB instructors
taught design, color theory, technique, and drawing and painting, they focused on the abstract
and theoretical. It was also a matter of principle that anyone could be an artist, and that no artistic
“sensibility” was necessary. This democratic approach was further exemplified in a series of public






programs which extended far outside the confines of AUB. These were the immensely successful
Art Seminars, open to the general public and to all ages, where for a small fee anyone could come
and learn to draw and paint, or to see someone demonstrate how a picture was actually made,
or attend courses in modern art history and learn what was going on elsewhere in the world. The
hands-on nature of the seminars was relatively new to Beirut; they also drew in some important
patrons, including Zelpha Chamoun, the wife of President Camille Chamoun, and Henri Seyrig,
the great French classical archaeologist, Director of the Institut Frangais d’Archéologie du Proche
Orient, distinguished collector of modern art, and personal friend of Alexander Calder. His daughter
Delphine Seyrig was a famous actress who would later work with Truffaut, Bufiuel, and Resnais.

Carswell recalls that many of his students at AUB had no previous art training, and were fresh
and open-minded in their attitudes. One science major even asked which end of a paint brush one
should use — and Carswell answered “Both!” But his experiences teaching also led him to question
the relevance of his Eurocentric education, founded in Greece, Rome and the Renaissance, for
young people of a very different heritage. Carswell wanted to learn more about this heritage and its
aesthetic antecedents, and his interest in Islamic art deepened.

He had already been interested for some time in the art of the Eastern Orthodox church, and had
published a book (Coptic Tattoo Designs, AUB, 1958) on tattooing among Coptic Christian pilgrims
to Jerusalem at Easter time. Beginning in 1960, he made a complete survey of the 18"-century
Kitahya tiles and ceramics in the Armenian Cathedral of Saint James in Jerusalem — which later
became the basis for a catalog of all inscribed and dated Kitahya ceramics worldwide (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1972); in 1966, the Gulbenkian Foundation in Lisbon commissioned Carswell to
survey thirteen 17"-century Armenian churches in Djulfa, Isfahan, Iran (Clarendon Press, 1968). He
also had a growing interest in international cultural contacts in Asia and in maritime trade, which
would soon branch out in many directions. For example, his research on central Asian trade routes
in later years led him in 1997 to become the first European, since Sven Hedin in 1934, to reach
Kharakhoto, Qublai Khan's garrison city in the middle of the Gobi Desert. Based in Beirut, Carswell
traveled widely, especially in Syria, Turkey and Persia. In 1974 he went to India, Sri Lanka and the
Maldives, searching for comparative evidence in the history of maritime trade between China and
the Mediterranean. In 1970, with his research on the export of Chinese porcelain and its impact
on the west, he began preparing a catalogue of more than 800 pieces of Chinese blue-and-white
porcelain and celadon of the Yuan and Ming dynasties, discovered in Syria (Blue and White: Chinese
Porcelain and its Impact on the Western World, The Gallery, 1985).

Today Carswell's work in Islamic art and in other fields is well known, and published by Oxford,
Princeton, Chicago, and British Museum presses. But it was the Armenian tiles project in Jerusalem
that first led him to an interest in Islamic tiles, and their relationship to the Armenian ones; then on
to Islamic ceramics, and finally to Islamic art and architecture in general. In 1971, for example, a grant
from the Ford Foundation allowed him to spend nine months studying collections of Islamic art in
American museums, and he also helped reorganize the permanent collection of Near Eastern art
at the Brooklyn Museum, New York. In 1976 he spent a year studying the history of Near Eastern
ceramics with grants from the British Academy and the Rockefeller Foundation.

In reflecting on the essential qualities that make up the immense and complex field of Islamic
art — the roles of calligraphy, geometry as an expression of infinity, and the appreciation of the
natural world manifest in the arabesque, along with scenes of everyday life in frescoes, painted
pottery, sculpture and inlaid bronzes, illuminated manuscripts and miniatures — Carswell became
increasingly aware that the Islamic tradition is totally, utterly different from the Western tradition:

This was brought home to me in the mid-60s, when | had a one-man exhibition of my own painting in New York, and

through it met the painter Frank Stella and his wife Barbara Rose, the art critic. They asked me where | was from; | said

Beirut, and Stella said “Gee, fantastic.” | then found out that they were spending all their money on round-trip tickets to

Isfahan and the Islamic world, for they had discovered Islamic art for themselves, and Stella felt Persian tilework was

closer to what he was painting than anything in the Western tradition. You have only to look at Stellas of this period to
see the validity of this; and one might even argue that his
later work is simply an extension of his hard-edge geometry
to incorporate the organic, arabesque element which is also
such an important part of Islamic art.

Islamic art has never been a static phenomenon,
Carswell feels, and has always responded
to influences and stimuli from both East and
West. But there were still periods when he
believes Islamic art and architecture achieved a
novel, unified synthesis of all its influences and
currents: for example the Mamluk period (13" and
14* centuries) in Egypt and Syria — “the Islamic
equivalent of the European Renaissance” — and
Turkey in the mid-sixteenth century, with its
nakkashane or court atelier.

Carswell became a full professor at AUB in
1967, and was Chairman of the Department
of Fine Arts several times. The art department
was flourishing, and supported in its activities by
the Architecture department and its head, Ray
Ghosn, also from Chicago, and a disciple of Mies
van der Rohe. Outside the classroom, the Art
Department was responsible for some of the most
innovative exhibitions in Beirut in the 60s — some
controversial, but always with an enthusiastic
response from the French and Arabic press. One
exhibition was called Tyed:

It had been announced by the administration that AUB was

about to fall apart, financially, so with the help of a group of

students and a kilometer and a half of white nylon string, we
tied AUB back together again. The cord started in the President’s office, wound down through College Hall, the Library,
out the windows and down to the School of Architecture and then all over the campus, linking all the major buildings
together. But there was a saboteur. Every afternoon, someone stole a large section of the nylon cord. Security officers in
dark glasses and dirty raincoats were stationed behind the bushes to watch, and eventually the thief was apprehended.
It was a twelve year old boy, from the American Community School. When he was questioned about his bizarre behavior,
all he could say was "I don't know.”

Carswell also organized at AUB an exhibition called Plastic Art, held in Jafet Library:

It consisted of a twenty-meter gigantic transparent plastic sausage filled with plastic detritus from the beaches of
Beirut, carefully looped from the ceiling down the gallery. The students didn't like it at all, particularly when we filled the



knotted sausage by lowering it over the roof of the library, and a miscellany of strange
objects went whizzing down just outside the window of the reading room. The exhibition
was actually quite serious, about ecology and pollution, which was already rampant on
the coast in the late 60s.

Due to these and other exhibitions, the Art Department acquired a
reputation for being somewhat subversive, and often met opposition from
the conservative administration:

| remember the extraordinarily good murals painted by the students on the walls of the
Post Office, which simply disappeared during the summer vacation; someone in the
Administration had it painted out.

Aside from these events — which in Beirut also included exhibitions of
Henry Moore’s sculpture, Near Eastern metalwork, and Syrian children’s
paper cut-out toys — from the mid-b0s on Carswell had acquired
extensive expertise in mounting, designing and curating exhibitions
of all kinds. In 1966, for example, he designed a large section of the
Centennial Exhibition of the Palestine Exploration Fund at the Victoria
and Albert Museum, London. In 1971 he chose the exhibition material for
Contemporary Art from the Arab World at the Institute of Contemporary
Artin London. In 1975-76 he was a member of the Organizing Committee
for the World of Islam festival.

As a painter and sculptor as well, Carswell exhibited in numerous group
exhibitions, and had one-man shows at the Hanover Gallery (London,
1956) and the Fischbach Gallery (New York, 1966), and more recently
a major retrospective in Stockholm (Sotheby's, 1998). In 1966, a New
York Times critic wrote that “many of his paintings look like designs for
sculptures to be constructed out of sheet metal and cylinders, and rather
strong ones.” Another commented that his paintings “carry the overtones
of imaginary architecture [...] these remarkably intelligent works have
evolved combining mechanical, sensual and mysterious qualities with
disorientation in time and space.” Carswell's work in New York was
reviewed by the Greek-American surrealist poet Nicolas Calas. Carswell
himself wrote, for the Beirut Daily Star in 1967, of being fascinated by
the “contradictory nature” of the various images of a work that arose as
one moved within its space, and by the possibility of “introducing space
within the objects by the use of mirrors and reflecting surfaces.” Often
incorporating moving parts and sound, Carswell's artworks were also
singularly influenced by his early archaeological experiences in the Near
East, drawing daggers, belts, pottery, and bone artifacts in underground
tombs. Throughout his career his paintings and sculptures sought to
recreate the powerful impact of these ancient objects.

As the civil war in Lebanon began, the Art Department at AUB struggled
for a time, and finally broke apart. Its foreign faculty all left, including
Carswell himself in 1976. Around this time Carswell created a series of
paintings, which have never been shown before now, conceptualizing the




horror of the war he witnessed. In Beirut, what had become a very active
art scene, with its first-class galleries and its fruitful interactions between
Western and non-Western artists, became another casualty.

After his departure Carswell was Visiting Professor for one year at the
School of Oriental and African Studies at the University of London,
continuing with his research and supervising doctoral candidates. In
1977 Carswell was appointed Curator of the Oriental Institute Museum
at the University of Chicago, where he was mainly concerned with
the redesign and installation of its major collection of Near Eastern
antiquities, and the complete reorganization of the museum’s technical
and professional services and its study collection. He also organized
an expanding public education program. Exhibitions he designed at the
Oriental Institute include Artists in Egypt 1920-1935; Coptic Art; and
Islamic Bindings and Bookmaking.

In 1979, Carswell's research in South Asia led to the excavation of an
early medieval settlement at Vankalai in northern Sri Lanka, and the
excavation of a 12" century shipment of Chinese porcelain on Kayts
Island, near Jaffna. These activities were supported by grants from
the British Academy and the National Geographic Society. In 1980,
Carswell made preliminary investigations at ancient Mantai, an important
trading emporium on the north coast of Sri Lanka. Two further seasons
of excavation were conducted at Mantai with support from the Ford
Foundation, the British Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and
the Oriental Institute. The results have recently been published, in Mantai:
A City by the Sea (Linden Soft Verlag, 2013).

Carswell was appointed Director of the David and Alfred Smart gallery,
the fine arts museum of the University of Chicago, in 1985; he had
already guest-curated a traveling exhibition of Ottoman art for this
institution in 1982. At the Smart Gallery his first exhibition was Blue-
and-White: Chinese Porcelain and its Impact on the Western Worlg,
drawing from collections around the world and accompanied by an
illustrated catalog and an international symposium. Another of his
major exhibitions was Russia, the Land, the People: Russian Painting
1850-1910, the result of a cultural agreement signed between Ronald
Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev, and only shown at two other locations,
Washington and Los Angeles.

In 1987-88 Carswell was on the verge of completing a survey of all
Islamic buildings with tile revetments in Syria, and was engaged in
cataloging the 16" century tiles on the exterior of the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem. In the meantime, in 1988 Carswell became a Vice-
President of Sotheby's New York, and Director of the Islamic and South
Asian department in London, a post he held for the following ten years.
Continuing with his own research, he published a new edition of George
Hourani's Arab Seafaring (Princeton University Press, 1995); his own
Iznik Pottery (British Museum Press, 1998), and his Blue-and-White:

Chinese Porcelain Around the World (British Museum Press, 2000).
Carswell has also continued to write numerous scholarly articles, and
has lectured widely throughout Europe and the USA. At present he and
his wife Peggy live in Andalusia, Spain.

Giving a talk in Beirut in 1993 after the end of the civil war, Carswell
spoke about Beirut's future, which he believed is closely tied with that
of AUB:

| happen to think that there is a future in the past, and perhaps it would be a good idea
to document that past and ponder on its implications for a new Beirut. [...] | can think
of no better place to undertake such a critical analysis than this university, which has,
after all, been wrestling with just such problems for over a century.

This biography was compiled by Catherine Hansen from information and transcripts provided by John Carswell.



Interview by Mirése Akar.
Nouvelle Série, No. 64, August 26 - September 2, 1972, P. XII1-XV

An interview that paints Carswell as an original and an eccentric who combines the serious
with the ludic. Carswell is asked to explain why so many expat intellectuals and artists become
eccentrics, and responds that these latter live neither in their own cultures nor in their natural
milieux. He describes his life as being determined by a series of refusals and negations, for
example his decision to leave London for Tabarja, Lebanon. Akar leads Carswell through a series
of questions about his artistic training and vocation. He tells a childhood story of attempting to
touch a painted object and discovering that art is illusion and paradox. He describes his family,
his wartime experiences, his opinions on art education in the UK, and the influence of American
animation on art students. He describes his meeting with AUB Art Department founder Maryette
Charlton in Jericho, his subsequent post at AUB, his early living situation in Beirut, and his discovery
of his present residence in Tabarja. He tells the story of the stuffed elephant that he acquired from
AUB's Museum of Natural History, and discusses why his Tabarja residence does not suffer from
mosquitos (this latter is cited by Fani in Dictionnaire de la peinture au Liban, 1998, as a metaphor
for Carswell's supposed isolation from Lebanese realities.) Carswell also discusses his involvement
and interest in the situation of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. Shocked at the UK media’s reaction
to the Six-Day War and its negative portrayal of Palestinians, Carswell and a Cairo journalist placed
a call for financial assistance for refugees in major international newspapers. Carswell comments
on the survival of old Islamic traditions in contemporary culture and on the cultural insight available
as much in the arrangement of fruit plates, popular art, tinsmithing, movie posters, and children’s
toys as in paintings. In response to the interviewer's comment on his taste for the unusual, Carswell
talks about his books on Coptic tattooing and on New Julfa. He believes that scholarly erudition and
avant-garde art-making complement each other; that art communicates personal experience, but at
great risk; and in a fundamental continuity between contemporary art and ancient cultural practices.



November 20, 2014, 6:00 pm
Public Lecture by John Carswell
AUB Byblos Bank Art Gallery

December 5, 2014, 6:00 pm

Public Discussion with

Sonja Attasi, Octavian Esanu,

Rico Franses, David Kurani, Cesar Nammour
AUB Byblos Bank Art Gallery

February 25, 2015, 6:00 pm

Book Launch

Lecture by invited speaker (to be announced)
AUB Byblos Bank Art Gallery

We decided to put together, on the occasion of this exhibition, a publication dedicated to John
Carswell. The book has two main goals: one is to present a model of artist whose interests and
curiosity are so wide as to stretch across a variety of disciplines and branches of knowledge. The
second goal is to add another critical dimension to the history of monochrome art in the second half
of the 20" century — for it was not only in NYC, Paris, or Milan that artists produced late modernist
monochromes. Carswell’s series of black-and-white artworks from the 1960s is an example of such
work having been made in Lebanon, or more precisely at the crossroads of Western and Middle
Eastern art and cultures. Paging through this book, the reader can glimpse, as in a flip-book, the
mobile horizon of John Carswell’s interests as they are manifest in his art, research, scholarly writing,
activism and teaching.
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