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The NABU Museum will open its doors to the public for the 
first time with an exhibition entitled Millenia of Creativity. 
This exhibition will be presenting exceptional pieces of the 
archeological collection of the museum all the while drawing 
parallels with modern and contemporary art.                                                                       

Opening on September 22nd 2018 at 6:00 pm, under the 
patronage of His Excellency Mr. Saad Hariri. 
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Mission Statement  

On the coast of the Mediterranean in Ras ach-Chaq’a or Theoprosopon of classical times, North 
of Lebanon, stands “NABU” Museum. Named after the Mesopotamian patron god of literacy, 
the museum offers an exceptional permanent collection of early Bronze and Iron age artifacts, 
antiquities from the Roman, Greek, Byzantine, and Muslim epochs, rare manuscripts and 
ethnographic material. The museum’s collection also includes examples of local and regional 
modern art by key artists such as Shafic Abboud, Mustapha Ali, Dia Azzawi, Amin al-Bacha, 
Mustapha Farroukh, Ismail Fattah, Khalil Gibran, Paul Guiragossian, Mahmoud Hammad, Adam 
Henein, Louay Kayali, Helen Khal, Ahmad Moualla, Fateh al-Moudaress, Mahmoud Obaidi, 
Shakir Hassan al-Said, Samir Sayegh, and so forth. In addition to an exceptional collection of 
works by Saliba Douaihy covering all phases from the early thirties until his death in 1994. 

Notable in “NABU”’s collection is a unique selection of Sumerian and Babylonian cuneiform 
tablets and Phoenician steles dating from 2330 to 540 B.C.E that recount epic tales, give 
indications of economic systems, information on ethnic groups and maps of ancient cities. 
The collection also holds an extensive collection of 19th and early 20th century collection 
of photographs and postcards. The museum houses a library with books on art, archeology, 
history, geography, travels and a collection of rare manuscripts.

Working in collaboration with Iraqi-Canadian artist Mahmoud Obaidi, Iraqi artist Dia Azzawi 
designed the enveloping façade of the museum in weathering-steel as a monumental scripted 
relief based on a visual lexicon developed over his long career in painting, drawing, sculpture, 
and print. The space of the museum is boldly conceived by Obaidi as a simple cube with a 
capacious open interior easily adaptable for changing exhibition programs. Obaidi’s choice of 
using weathering steel by the sea, on both a technical and conceptual level is informed by the 
landscape of El Heri. Instead of using stone that is available in the peripheries of the building, 
Obaidi chose to create a monument that will stand out in the landscape of the region but also 
in the cultural landscape in Lebanon. 

Whereas “NABU”’s permanent collection provides a view of the rich extended history of the 
Levant and Mesopotamia, the museum offers a living space for practicing artists. It fosters 
creative dialogue, enables a sense of social and political community and promotes art making 
by regional artists, firmly grounded in local histories or nomadically moving across various 
traditions, to examine shared histories and contribute to the making of their images. 

In a region of seemingly constant turmoil and strife, “NABU” Museum is a space for art and 
an institution for preserving and enhancing culture, reaching out to communities through 
educational and training programs, organized tours, public lectures and guided exhibitions. 
We aim to produce and develop art practices in the region and to reflect on our contemporary 
realities. By providing a platform for encounter and cultural exchange and by supporting local 
art production we hope to challenge various audiences in modern and creative ways. 
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Why NABU ?

Badr El Hage, Fida Jdeed and myself are childhood friends, who have shared laughs and 
sorrows, dreams and failures, but more importantly we all share a passion for history, art and 
culture. The three of us have always dreamed of creating something for the community, in 
order to help and give back from the local to the international. A year ago, while visiting art 
and archeological sites in Italy, I told my wife Zeina: “Where are we compared to them (western 
countries)? Is it not high time to do something for our region?” We took the decision to go on 
a new venture, and this was the beginning of the manifestation the “NABU” Museum. Bader 
introduced us to his friend Dia Azzawi, who in his turn shared our vision and went on to design 
the façade of the museum. Azzawi introduced us to Mahmoud Al Obaidi, who has worked on 
several museum projects, and also shared our dream and vision and decided to embark on 
this journey with us. In the context of the region, the layers of complexity from political, social 
to economical have been the major influences that are still shaping the landscape today. The 
project imparts a shared perspective of what is a rigid cultural and historical tradition, the 
importance of arts and culture, and the role of modernity in the region. 

“NABU”, is named after the Mesopotamian patron god of scribes, literacy and wisdom, an 
important symbol of our cultural heritage and history. The initial idea was to create a research 
and training center with the goal of preserving our rich heritage and encouraging academic 
research. Our combined efforts and ideas materialized into the creation of a new museum, in 
the North of Lebanon in my hometown of El Heri. Instead of being another private project, 
which we have been witnessing since the early 1900’s, we hope that our project will serve as 
an example to be emulated. 

This is a new kind of building on the beach in Lebanon, both in its function and design. Dia 
Azzawi and Mahmoud Al Obaidi’s collaboration resulted in the creation of Azzawi’s monumental 
sculpture, a landmark which we hope will serve a communal and educational role. Through a 
unique program committed to interactive learning, we aim to provide an environment in which 
the public can explore the past, understand the present and play a role in shaping the future. 
Through art we allow ourselves to enrich the artistic, social, and political scene with different 
points of views enabling a journey back and forth between local and global perspectives, in 
search of diagnoses and solutions in the same way our vision moves back and forth between 
near and far. 

Since the 1990s I have been collecting archaeological and modern artifacts from various 
sources, namely the European and American markets. Now, I have amassed a collection of 
over 2,000 objects from the Levant and Mesopotamia. These include Phoenician, Sumerian, 
Asian, Roman, Hellenistic, Egyptian and Islamic items (among other civilizations) in addition to 
modern and contemporary artworks. For his part, Badr El Hage was conducting and publishing 
photography researches in the Levant and Mesopotamia. 

Archeological artifacts from daily objects to “documents” such as Sumerian and Babylonian 
cuneiform tablets and Phoenician steles, show us that some forms of globalization have always 
been with us, long before the computer or the internet. The researcher cannot help but wonder 
why those who view the history of the west as a universal world history do not stop to reflect 
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on how the earlier forms of globalization actually preceded the printing press and even the 
discovery of the new world? Among the many examples of globalization, one may highlight 
those of the Roman and Hellenistic eras to that of Al-Andalus. The fine arts and crafts produced 
in Al-Andalus represented the most elegant expression of medieval refinement and aesthetic 
sensibility. The hybridism of traditions and cultures influences much of contemporary art and 
architecture.

The interest in the antiquities of the region and modern art is an intellectual endeavor, a 
passion which led me to investigate through academic research the historical facts. The 
foundation of the museum is also to move a step closer in filling a cultural vacuum and to 
ensure a brighter future for the generations to come. Moreover, acting as a cultural institution, 
the museum hopes to be a safe haven for displaced artists, wondering across the boundaries 
of various cultures, nations and media forms. Artists experiencing exile create in order to 
transform their condition into another symbolic one, as exile and loss of homeland are not 
just stigmata of migration, but also indicate internal exile-the severest of all forms of exile. 
“NABU” is envisioned as a cultural hub that will facilitate and enable cross-cultural production 
and collaborations. It is time for us to write our own history and to foster a new discourse on 
behalf of future generations. 

If we revisit the twentieth century, historical consciousness reveals to us the magnitude of the 
inflicted calamities and how they cast their shadows on twenty-first century. From the Balfour 
Declaration, the Palestinian tragedy, the massacres of the two world wars, the domination 
wars in East Asia and South America, the atomic bombs in Japan, to the Lebanese civil war, 
and the wars of destruction and looting the Iraqi and Syrian antiquities, a sequence of man-
made horrors has been created whereby the world emerges as a cluster of migrations, exiles 
and prisons. We have much to learn from the stoics, as they can help us tackle new areas 
of challenge for moral debate, it emboldens us against the worse that faith can throw at us, 
they suggest the place of humanity and the natural environment and the responsibility this 
places on us. In this logic, art and artistic production becomes not only an embodiment of 
these realities and suffering, but a form of resistance against exile, resistance against the wars 
of destruction and uprooting, which may help us establishing a new place for belonging and 
more importantly making the homeland we dream of  out of words and images.

Jawad N. Adra
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Museum Conceptual Architecture

Designed in a collective effort by several architects, the building has a recognizable shape 
of a rectangular cuboid, with its structural clarity and inherent relationship to geometry and 
notions of perfection. In order to distinguish the museum from its surroundings, Dia’ Azzawi’s 
choice of treating the building as a sculpture would lend it most impact. The shapes and 
forms used from the design are informed by his interest in calligraphy as abstract semiotic 
elements. Throughout his dialogue with Mahmoud Obaidi, the decision to use weathering 
steel or a metal for the façade rendered the visual language even more sculptural. Obaidi’s 
vision combining creativity with practical understanding of architecture enabled the creation 
of such a distinctive building in El-Heri (North Lebanon). The initial material, which was going 
to be used was stone widely available in the surrounding area and part of the vernacular 
architecture. Another proposition was to use concrete instead of stone; however, it was finally 
decided to use weathering steel in this building. For the artist-architect, this material is unique 
to the region and is a sculptural medium which makes its use so much more intriguing than 
any other material. Weathering steel also has a connection to the sea, as it changes colors with 
humidity; the final choice of material, has a poetic and practical meaning as it becomes the 
building’s form, shape and color at once. The point was to chock, to create a space that would 
stand out and break out of the rest in the landscape, without disrupting it. The choice to make 
the main door in glass extending to the top floor allows one’s gaze to fade into to horizon of 
the sea. 

Art has always been an instrument for openly engaging in dialogue, especially when the 
conversation is overdue. This space will be dedicated to fostering a platform and encouraging 
art form the region. Arab artist should be open minded to the humanities, various schools 
of arts, and art history in general, but more importantly need to focus on making their own 
mark, on international as well as local canon, individually and collectively. This cultural stand 
is crucial when confronting social and political issues, and this confrontation should target the 
suppression of freedom of speech, social inequality, the sectarian political system, widespread 
corruption in all parts of society, and the uprooting of this region’s identity. Through such 
position, artists can greatly influence society for the better, while also establishing themselves 
on the international scene. 

NABU museum has always been a collective vision, which is one that will have to grow and 
adapt to the changing realities in the future. As stated by Azzawi:”It has the potential to 
create a program that will promote a new kind of pan Arab identity in art through regional 
dialogue and innovative residencies. At the same time, its activities could target a more global 
audience through joint ventures with international cultural institutions. The most important 
aim is, however, that it should initiate original and dynamic ideas independently, so they can 
be shared by all those who practice creativity across the region and beyond.”
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« MILLENIA OF CREATIVITY »

The “NABU” Museum‘s archeological collection is important in its diversity paying homage to the 
oldest ancient civilizations, namely those of the Levant, Mesopotamia, and the Mediterranean: 
Sumerian, Assyrian, Akkadian, Hittite, Parthian, Egyptian, Pharaonic, Phoenician, Greek, Roman 
and Islamic. The different vitrines on display have been designed in the purpose of juxtaposing 
artifacts in relation to the artistic techniques and technologies used. 

The arts of bronze, glass, and ceramics, are largely represented. Amongst many master pieces 
is an elegant votive roman statuette representing Aphrodite and Eros, ornamented with golden 
bracelets, an exceptional roman glass blown carafe in  the shape of a bunch of  grapes, as well 
as rare terracotta votive Phoenician statues. Stone artifacts also make up a large part of the 
collection, especially those from the Palmyra and Tel Brak regions. It is a notable collection of 
eye idols as well as funerary stelae in addition to a collection of Aramaic and Greek low relief 
of Palmyran provenance, notably a spectacular funerary bust. 

“Millennia of Creativity” is an exhibition presenting pieces of the archeological collection of 
the “NABU” Museum, while at the same time emphasizing parallels and comparisons between 
the stylistic productions of ancient Mediterranean civilizations with those of contemporary 
artistic production and practices. 

Stimulating and didactic confrontations between the art of the past and more recent creations, 
with the aim of highlighting that behind the imperative for rupture, which is the foundation of 
contemporary art, a thread connects all forms of artistic endeavour. 

Even if artists are constantly looking for ways to break away from traditional modes of production 
of the past, their inspiration is inherently and directly informed by this universal aesthetic. 
By forging links between ancient civilizations and contemporary cultural production we find 
competing understandings of extremes in harmony. Working with fragments of our shared 
histories artists always reinterpret and offer a new reading, give us a sense of the unknown, 
questioning our modes of thinking about and understanding the history of civilizations and the 
more recent past. The evoked sense of timelessness creates a feeling of vertigo, a perceived 
anachronism by confronting two competing historical realities in unexpected ways. 

If academic training in art borrows from antiquities in order to reach for aesthetic perfection 
as we can see in the early drawings of a young Gibran and Saliba Douaihy, other artists are 
inspired by it for a more subjective interpretation. 

Hence, artists like Ismail Fattah, Shaker Hassan Al Said and Dia Azzawi are pioneers of the 
modern Iraqi movement, have filled the gap between modernity and cultural heritage 
establishing a new aesthetic language for Arab art. An example of a work shedding light on this 
connection is a painting by Dia Azzawi, which is inspired by the epic of Gilgamesh, representing 
“Ishtar”, goddess symbolizing the female gender, love and war like Eros and Thanatos. 

For others, the more recent urgency in preserving the cultural and inalienable heritage and 
identity of each civilization are a direct reaction to the vandalism of such heritage. In her most 



10

recent series of war shells entitled “Perpetual Identities”, Katya Traboulsi demonstrates that 
art is paradigmatic in the hopes that cultural production will always surpass our fragility and 
our non-ending violence. Just as Mahmoud Obaidi’s installation Ford 71, inspired by the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, challenges us to think about the urgency of preserving our artistic and 
cultural heritage. That is what we see in the works of Palestinian artists Laila Shawa and Asad 
Azi. 

In parallel to these juxtapositions, the exhibition presents an important selection of works of 
modern and contemporary Lebanese artists and artists from the region. 

There is an important group of works by Saliba Douaihy in the “NABU” Museum collection, 
such as his early academic drawings, experimentation with expressionism and abstraction, 
arriving at hard edge abstraction, all inspired by the nature of Lebanon and Syria. These will 
be reinterpreted after having moved the New York, where the artist discovered American 
abstract expressionism and cutting edge abstraction. “Homage to Apollo” from 1977, is one of 
Douaihy’s major works presented to the public in the USA, for the first time in 1978 during a 
solo exhibition at the California Museum of Art of Raleigh.

The works of Helen Khal, were also inspired by her time spent in the USA when she went to the 
Art Student league. There the artist experienced a kind of duality between the appropriation 
of technique and an aesthetic discovery and her own re-appropriation offering us her personal 
vision marked by feminine sensibilities. 

By contrast, we may note the position of Yvette Achkar, who exercised a more gestural 
abstraction with European style tendencies, demonstrating the confrontation of these two 
schools of painting: hard-edge abstraction vs. abstract expressionism. A well-known dilemma 
of Shafic Abboud, himself a notable member of the second school of Paris, where abstract 
compositions go back to the works of Bonnard and his sense of color to somber works, a kind 
of witnessing of his personal doubts and sorrows. Adam Hnein’s tempera on papyrus, takes us 
back to ancient Egyptian traditions, whereas Amin El Bacha’s water colours, interested as they 
are in intimacy are also exploring notions of identity. 

Art retraces the history of humanity, poses questions for the future and our ideal of progress. 
Because the past lives amongst us and thus we are influenced by the past in our every day life.

Pascal Odille
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List of Artists

- Shafic Abboud

- Yvette Achkar 

- Karim Abu Shakra

- Mustafa Ali 

- Dia Azzawi 

- Asad Azi 

- Rafic Charaf 

- Saliba Douaihy 

- Amin El Bacha 

- Aref El Rayes 

- Shaker Hassan Al Said 

- Samir El Sayegh 

- Ismael Fattah 

- Gibran Khalil Gibran 

- Paul Guiragossian 

- Mahmoud Hammad 

- Adam Henein 

- Helen Khal 

- Louay Kayali 

- Hussein Madi 

- Ahmad Moualla 

- Fateh Moudarres 

- Nazar Yahya 

- Dorothy Salhab 

- Katya Traboulsi 

- Elias Zayat 
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Ismael Fattah | Oil on canvas 
The Couple
120 x 99 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum 

Fateh Moudarres | Oil on canvas 
The Earth
70.3 x 50.3 cm  
© 2018 NABU Museum 

Gibran Khalil Gibran | Watercolor on paper
Portrait of a Woman
29.7 x 22.3 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum 

Katya Traboulsi | Carved cedar wood and brass base
Lebanon
80 x 20 cm
© 2018 NABU Museum
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Dia Azzawi | Bronze
Handala: Good Morning Beirut
400 x 240 x 130 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum

Mahmoud Obaidi | Bronze and Corten Steel
Ford 71
405 x 190 x 225 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum
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Statuette of Aphrodite and Eros - Bronze
Roman Period – 1st - 2nd Century AD
H 15 cm x W 10 cm
© 2018 NABU Museum

Amphoriskos - Earthenware
Islamic – 12th - 13th Century AD 
H 13 cm x W 10 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum

Eagle Statue - Basalt
Byzantine – 5th - 6th Century AD
H 23 cm x W 13 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum

Pendant shape like pitcher 
Roman – 3rd - 4th Century AD
H 9 cm x W 2.4 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum
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Eye Idol - Alabaster 
4th millennium BC
H 13.9 cm
© 2018 NABU Museum

South Arabian Statue - Alabaster 
3nd Century BC - 1st Century AD
H 33 cm x W 12 cm 
© 2018 NABU Museum





NABU Museum
El-Heri Village, Qada’ Al-Batroun, North Lebanon

Tel: (+961) 6 541 341  –  (+961) 6 541 941
Tel: (+961) 1 985 377
Fax: (+961) 1 980 630

Email: info@nabumuseum.com
Website: www.nabumuseum.com

Connect with us:
https://www.facebook.com/nabumuseum/

https://twitter.com/nabumuseum
https://www.instagram.com/nabumuseum/

Twitter, Instagram, Facebook: @nabumuseum


