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BZU MUSEUM’S

ART COLLECTION

Birzeit  University
Museum’s Art  Collection
holds hundreds of pieces
of art work from Palestin-
ian and international artists.
The life span of this growing
collection reflects the institu-
tional memory of BZU from
the early 1990s and BZU
Museum since its founding
in 2005. This collection in all
of its diversity of form, style
and medium represents both
global and national support
for our mission at BZU and
BZU Museum in terms of
pedagogical, artistic and
intellectual practice. BZU
and BZUM have acquired
this  magnificent collection
over the last three decades
and features, among others,
artwork from Etel Adnan,
Kamal Boullata, Marwan
(Marwan Kassab-Bachi),
Samia Halaby, Siiman Man-
sour, Sari Khoury, Nabil
Anani, Mona Saudi, Ismail
Shammout, Laila Shawa,
Vladimir ~ Tamari, Sophie
Halaby, Mona Hatoum and
Vera Tamari. It shall contin-
ue to grow for decades to
come. Through our display
practices, that include ex-
perimental and more tradi-
tional exhibition practices,
we hope to always educate
through culture and explore
the nuance and intricacies
of museum-practice in a de-
colonial praxis.
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Etel Adnan
Untitled, 1995, 88x72 cm,

Ink on paper.
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Etel Adnan

(1925 - 2021)

Etel Adan was a poet, novelist,
artist, playwright, and intellectual.
Her prolific body of work journeys
between poetry, literature, paint-
ing, and philosophy, all the while
defying their disciplinary bound-
aries. Through her unique voice,
brushstroke and style, she exam-
ined the intersections and con-
tradictions in language, symbols
and expression. Her work — in its
individual parts and in its entirety
— reflects on the continuities and
ruptures of violence, colonialism,
and loss with a keen centering
of and radical commitment to hu-
manity. Drawing on her personal
experiences through war, exile
and a life journey of/with poetics
into and outside of Arabic, Adnan
challenged traditional narrative
forms, foregrounding multiplicity
as both conditions of existence
and methods of resistance.

Adnan’s paintings, rooted in
abstraction and often informed
by landscapes and bold color
palettes—challenge notions of
temporality, memory, and the
metaphysical. Her artistic work is
marked by a universalist explora-
tion of humanity with the natural
world, colored by recurring motifs
of mountains and seascapes. Re-
flecting her philosophical queries
about continuity and change on/in
landscapes from the Mount San-
nine to Mount Tamalpais and the
hills and valleys in between and
the skies that connect them, we
find solace in a world of Adnan’s
imagination while confronting a
world of cruelty.
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Her literary works frequently
explore themes of beauty, war,
colonialism, power, sexuality and
the political dimensions of per-
sonal narratives. Her novel, Sitt
Marie Rose, examines the entan-
glements of gender, sectarian vio-
lence, and the moral and emotion-
al costs of political betrayal during
the Lebanese Civil War, present-
ing the female body as a site of
contestation and revolt. What
emerges from the words of Etel
Adnan, that can be read through
the art she produced, is a life that
brought queer sensibilities within
a universalist humanity.

In October 2023, we came
together in BZUM through a col-
lective reading of Etel Adnan’s
literature. With intention and
without a formal goal, students
and professors gathered as the
genocidal storms intensified. Ad-
nan’s poetics — visual and literal
— held us together. From the sea
to the river, every form of life was
under intense attack in the most
recent iteration of settler attempts
towards Palestinian elimination.
We gathered for breath in the
midst of the unbearable intensity
of the violence around us and the
forced imposition of bearing wit-
ness to the indescribable violence
in Gaza that resonated throughout
Palestine. The ongoing Nakba
and a century of violence against
Palestine and Palestinians
reached even more brutal levels
of violence. In the midst of this
all, we gathered together and with
Etel Adnan and contemplated the
apocalypse.

Etel Adnan’s The Arab Apoca-
lypse, a long form poem, or series
of poems, an epic that employees
fragmented, multilingual tech-
niques to express the rupture
of both personal and collective
histories amid the horrors of war.
Adnan’s poetics evoke the cosmic
scale of violence and environ-
mental devastation, interweaving
the personal with the planetary
to critique forms of domination.
Through despair, Etel also offers
hope, even in the apocalypse...
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Etel Adnan, Untitled, 1991, Obus Juvl
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Etel Adnan
Untitled, Undated, 53x43 cm,
Mixed media on paper.
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Etel Adnan
Untitled, 1991, 53x43 cm,
Pastel and ink on paper.
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Etel Adnan
Untitled, 1991, 53x43 cm,
Watercolor and graphite on paper.
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Etel Adnan
Untitled, 1995, 43x52.5 cm,
Mixed Media on paper.
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Etel Adnan, Untitled,
1995, 53x43 cm,

Ink on paper.
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Kamal Boullata

(1942 - 2019)
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Kamal Boullata was an artist, art historian and cultural critic. His work
engaged with, among other concepts and forms, Islamic calligraphy, modern ab-
straction, and personal memory. His early exposure to Christian and Islamic ico-
nography in his home in Jerusalem deepened his interest with the interplay between
religious iconography, cultural identity and home. As described by others and him-
self, his longing for the Jerusalem of his youth influenced his artistic development
and theoretical approach to artistic engagement as a form of memory and political
expression.

A central feature of Boullata’s art is his work with the Kufic script, one of the
earliest Arabic calligraphic forms. Through abstract geometry, he reimagined Kufic
calligraphy, merging its traditional essence with more contemporary visual languag-
es. His involvement in the Hurufiyya Movement during the mid-20th century, which
sought to modernize Arabic calligraphy through abstraction, was deeply instrumen-
tal in shaping his artistic vision. Iconic pieces such as “La Ana lla Ana” (There Is No
| But I) (1983), reflect his fusion of Islamic and Byzantine aesthetics.

Boullata’s broader body of work, characterized by his geometric patterns
and restrained color palettes, bridges the personal and the collective. His paintings,
prints, and mixed-media creations are not merely visual narratives of cultural and
religious history but also meditative reflections on displacement and belonging.

As an art historian, Boullata’s contributions combined the musings of an
artist with the keen mind of a critic. Arguably the most influential and prolific art critic
of his generation, he wrote of Palestinian art within the context of Palestine, Arab
and international cultural landscapes. His theoretical insights and critical writings
are among the cannon of literature on modern Arab art. In particular, his research
emphasized the interplay between tradition and innovation in Arabic visual culture.
Works like Palestinian Art: From 1850 to the Present serve as a primary text for any
student of culture, combining historical analysis with an artist’s perspective, high-
lighting his dedication to documenting and interpreting the region’s artistic legacy.

“The Twelve Lanterns for Granada,” an art book along with twelve silk
screens on paper, presented as a collaborative work with Syrian poet Adonis, vividly
represents Kamal Boullata’s artistic and theoretical exploration of exile, memory,
and cultural identity. Inspired by Adonis’s poetry, dreams of Andalusian pasts and
the intricate beauty of the Alhambra palace, this series reflects on the poetic and
architectural heritage of Granada. Boullata’s accordion-style book integrates muga-
rnas motifs with delicate paper cuts representing the transitions between Adonis’s
verses mirroring the interplay of light and shadow in the Alhambra’s architecture.
The accompanying twelve silk-screen prints employ vibrant colors and geometric
precision, capturing the historical splendor and intricate aesthetics of Andalusian
art. Beyond the melancholic nostalgia often tied to al-Andalus, Boullata presents a
vision of the past as a source of future artistic inspiration. Evoking the past through
the future, as Boullata invites in this piece, contextualizing loss by juxtaposing it with
the beauty of hope, from the southern shores of al-Andalus, the movement of water
carries the past towards the future as the sea flows towards Palestine.
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Kamal Boullata, Furat 1 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Furat 3 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Furat 2 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Dijlat 1 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Dijlat 3 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Dijlat 2 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Bisan 1 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Bisan 3 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Bisan 2 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Jaihun 1 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Jaihun 3 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Kamal Boullata, Jaihun 2 -
Twelve Lanterns

for Granada, 1996,
49.5x49.5 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Marwan
(Marwan Kassab-Bachi)
(1934 - 2016)

Marwan was an artist whose body of work explored the
complexities of identity, exile, and the human condition. His art,
figurative and emotionally expressive, drew from his personal ex-
perience of displacement, shaped by his early years in Syria and
his later life in Berlin. This duality between his early Arab foun-
dations and later European experiences helped frame, in part,
his artistic practice. A journey through his artistic oeuvre reveals
the contradictions of potential wholeness through fragmented
selves in conflict and complement between the personal and
the political. His works are in many ways an aesthetic conver-
sation between the body, the spirit and the soul as an ongoing
exploration of self-reflection. Themes of rupture and belonging,
intimate and haunting memory, and the aftermaths of violence
pervade his work. Through his unique artistic practice, Marwan'’s
work evokes a deep and unsettling sense of vulnerability, fear,
horror and joy.

In his collaborative work In the Literature of Friendship
(2012), co-authored with Abdel-Rahman Munif, the artist and
novelist explore themes of camaraderie and political allegiance
through the lenses of shared memory of tragedies of war, further
unsettling boundaries between artistic forms. Throughout his life,
Marwan’s art and writing challenged a traditional approach to
painting, literature, and philosophical, his aesthetic and literary
contributions reimagined the role of the artist.

Among his most iconic works, 99 Heads (Ibn Arabi) se-
ries, presents distorted, sometimes frightening portraits where
alienation and turmoil seem to become an aesthetic fuel. In
this series, Marwan is well renowned for his work with intaglio
printmaking, including techniques in the textures and nuances
of the various etching methods. In these haunting faces, with
their exaggerated features and intense emotional expressions,
Marwan is able to evoke a sense of disintegration, one that res-
onates both personally and collectively, never more than now in
the shadow of an apocalypse. With clear affects from German
Expressionism, Marwan’s art transcended borders and bound-
aries, merging sensibilities from the Arab world with European
artistic traditions. 99 Heads (Ibn Arabi), in particular, reveal an
emotional weight that narrates through portraits the dismay of
humanity and the hope of the human.

Marwan'’s relationship to Palestine as an idea, a cause,
an analogy and a people paralleled his life as an artist. Though
based in Berlin, he regularly held a Summer Academy at Darat
al-Fanon in Amman, where he hosted and mentored artists from
throughout the region, in particular young Palestinian artists. In
the late 1990s, Marwan and his family donated 150 pieces of
his art to Palestine under the title, “A Gift to the Children of Pal-
estine,” artwork that was then shared by Birzeit University and
Khalil al-Sakakini Cultural Center. This generous donation helped
form the initial backbone of BZU Museum'’s Art Collection.
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Marwan
(Marwan Kassab-Bachi) 4"
Mann mit Laken, 1972, 100x i8'\}\;‘_ \
cm, Etching. .4 %
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Marwan

(Marwan Kassab-Bachi),
Three Palestinian Boys, 1970,
51.5x62 cm, Etching.
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Marwan

(Marwan Kassab-Bachi),
Der Verdeckte, 1970,
53x40.5 cm, Etching.
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Marwan
(Marwan Kassab-Bachi),
1969, 62x50 cm, Etching.
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Marwan

(Marwan Kassab-Bachi)
Der Junge, 1971, 48x36 cm,
Etching.
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Marwan

(Marwan Kassab-Bachi)

Der Verdeckte, 1970, 53x40.5 cm,
Etching.
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Sari Ibrahim Khoury

(1941 -1997)

Sari Ibrahim Khoury grew up in Jerusalem and emerged
as an influential artist in exile. While his creative interest be-
gan in Palestine, echoes of Jerusalem and Palestine followed
Khoury throughout his artistic evolution. Khoury’s art is ground-
ed in his unique sense of place in all of the spaces he lived
from Palestine to Michigan (in the United States). In his own
words, as his work “developed from figurative to a non-figu-
rative approach...Symbolic content is more suggested than
contrived, and emerges out of a personal warehouse of ex-
periences.” Khoury fluidly moved among modernist tradi-
tions like Cubism, Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism
and was an outstanding artist among so many in his gener-
ation because of his groundbreaking experimentation with
media and tools. Khoury’s art achieved a kind of conversa-
tion and layering that reveal his cultural roots and life journey.

In particular, Khoury’s movement towards abstract con-
tinued to evoke his devotion to his cultural roots including the
form and beauty of Arabic scripts, Islamic designs, as well
as Byzantine images such as icons of the Orthodox Church.
The Byzantine influence manifests itself mainly through the
suspension of images, the sense of design, and a non-ob-
jective approach to the human figure. Elements of the Ar-
abic scripts, Naskhi and Kufic, is manifested in my work in
the balance of curvilinear configurations and geometricity.

The story of Sari Khoury’s art in BZU is a paradigm for
the responsibility and beauty as well as tragedy of Palestinian
peoplehood. The long history of collections at BZU represents
a commitment to a national institution and its academic mission
of intellectualism through gathering and return. Khoury donat-
ed these three remarkable pieces of art to a cause — an artist
returning to Palestine through his art is the practice of return.
Documenting and understanding the winding journey of this art
that dates back into the previous century and predates BZU
Museum has been a part of our mission for the past two years.
This display features the art of Sari Khoury as well as the journey
of his and our return to Palestine, return as a method of healing.

ONGOING
DISPLAYS
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Sari Khoury, Ancient Relics, 1986, $29>

o TAXEQ JAAT Ancient Relics

69x49 cm, Charcoal on paper.
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Sari Khoury
Melodic Fragments,
1986, 68x54 cm,
Silkscreen on paper.
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Sari Khoury, Joyful Discovery,
1995, 73x52 cm, Pastel and
Charcoal on paper.
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ONGOING DISPLAYS

of BZU Museum’s Permanent Collections

In 2025, BZU Museum commemorated twenty years in Birzeit University.
Coinciding with the centennial of the university, BZU Museum marks this
extraordinary occasion with our Ongoing Displays of BZU Museum’s Permanent
Collections.

Rather than follow the conventional form of an exhibition as an event,
these displays are in conversation with work generated through BZU Museum’s
Reading/Research Room’s activities. Between the rigorous work of the BZUM
Collections survey and subsequent collections care methodology, BZUM
brought the responsibility of care into discussion with the necessity of relevancy.
Exhibition practice in Palestine has a long and rich history that follow the
historical evolution of Palestine as a cause, Palestine as a case, and Palestine
as an idea and paradigm. The work of BZU Museum is a reflection of this
multifaceted journey.

BZU Museum, as a central site of pedagogical practice with Birzeit
University, works to show how decolonizing is an intellectual, creative and
practical endeavor. Towards this end, BZU Museum’s gallery, in these ongoing
displays of the permanent collections, is transformed into a space to share
the process and practice of intellectualism as engagement. BZU Museum’s
permanent collections include material in the Art Collection and the Tawfiq
Canaan Amulet and Talisman Collection as well as the Textile Collection. In this
gallery full of displays, we invite people to explore a rich cultural journey. Sharing
our ongoing work on the Tawfiq Canaan Talismans and Amulets Collection and
Artists on Display.

This experiment of displays (that grew out of the last two years of
intense pedagogical engagement) shall be gathered under the larger rubric of
«Healing» as we rely on Etel Adnan»s watershed conceptualization in the poetics
of the Arab Apocalypse. Placing Adnan in conversation with Kamal Boullata>s
foundational role as artist/critic and Marwan’s (Marwan Kassab-Bachi) looming
influence on art as technique and storytelling, Sari Khoury’s return to Palestine
through his art and, of course, Tawfiq Canaan’s ethnological interventions, we
invite us all to journey with and through healing. To even consider healing as
our collective wounds remain open and prey to the monsters of colonialism and
capitalism, is an act of defiance.
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n. Untitled, 1851, 53x43 cm, Watercolor and graphite on paper.
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