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‘Many Stories, One Heart’: 

The Museum of the Palestinian People Opens in DC

BY PAMELA NICE

The fi rst thing you see when entering the newly opened 

Museum of the Palestinian People (MPP) is a 1914 

issue of National Geographic Magazine, 22 pages of which 

you can thumb through in a digital version, focusing on 

“present-day inhabitants of Palestine.”  Next to it is a 1938 

National Geographic Map of “Bible Lands” with Palestine 

labeled where Israel now exists. Palestinian ID’s from that 

period are also displayed. So much for those who say Palestine 

and Palestinians never existed prior to the founding of Israel.

The MPP opened on June 15, 2019 on one fl oor of a building 

in the Dupont Circle area of DC, with plans to expand in the 

future. The space features artifacts from Palestinian culture, such 

as glass and ceramic 

objects, clothing, and 

jewelry. In addition, 

the museum features 

a variety of media, 

such as photography 

going back more 

than a century; 

video installations; 

and contemporary 

paintings by 

Palestinians from the 

homeland and the 

diaspora. An entire 

wall is devoted to 

“Palestinians Who 

Have Made their 

Mark.”  

I was impressed 

by the breadth of 

material exhibited 

in the small space, 

as well as by the 

quality of the artistic 

work. Tremendous care was also given to the texts 

explaining the works and providing social and political 

context to each section of the exhibit. No attempt was made 

to score points against Israel or to make the existence of the 

museum an overt political statement (though of course there 

are those who fi nd the very presence of the museum implicitly 

political). Rather, the museum presents an eloquent focus 

on the historical continuity of Palestinian culture, up to “Re-

Imagining a Future,” the theme of the inaugural exhibit.

When possible, this culture is revealed through the 

stories of individual lives, including that of its founder 

and director, Bshara Nassar. When asked about his own 

cultural identity, he characteristically offered a story:

“I grew up in Palestine, in Bethlehem, under the Occupation. 

When I was 12 years old, my friends and I were playing soccer in 

the street and heard gunshots. It was Israeli soldiers – at the start 

of the Second Intifada. For the next 40 days there was a curfew in 

Bethlehem, Palestinians couldn’t leave their homes. I couldn’t play 

soccer for 40 days. I was 12 and I thought, something is not right here.

“We also had a family farm. It’s been under threat 

of confi scation for a long time. I have been inspired by 

my family’s commitment, fi ghting the confi scation in the 

Israeli Supreme Court and the military courts for 20 years.”

In the current exhibit, there is a 15-minute video of Bshara 

Nassar’s family 

farm in the West 

Bank. In it, 

Daoud Nassar 

(Bshara’s uncle) 

says, “When we 

planted trees, we 

believed in the 

future.” We see 

them planting 

trees, managing the 

cistern (because 

Israel cut off 

running water), 

tending to solar 

panels (because 

Israel cut off their 

electricity), building 

underground 

(because Israel 

won’t give 

them a building 

permit) – all under 

demolition orders 

as the family struggles with the Israeli courts. It’s a paramount 

example of Palestinian 

creativity and resilience that Nassar wants to showcase. The farm 

has sponsored children’s camps, women’s projects, and visits by 

over 7,000 people so far. (I personally witnessed the road to their 

farm being cut off and manned with Israeli soldiers on a visit in 

2017.) They are surrounded by Israeli settlements on all sides. One 

night, settlers smashed 1500 trees. The family planted 3,688 more.

But Nassar also draws inspiration from the U.S. and sees 

himself culturally as both Palestinian and American. “In 2011 

I came to the U.S. I got an internship in DC. I loved traveling 

and exploring, and had already been to Europe, but that was my 
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fi rst time in America. In DC, I fell in love with the museums, the 

monuments, all the tourists and immigrants. I wanted to share 

the Palestinian story, share it over and over again. That’s why 

the museum. And also because as a young Palestinian male, 

I want others like me not to be afraid to share their stories.”

Through its exhibits and outreach, the MPP seeks to connect 

three constituencies: Palestinians at home, those in the diaspora, 

and non-Palestinian attendees. Says Nassar, “Our vision for the 

Palestinian diaspora is be uplifting, inspire people. Partner with 

Palestinians in camps and all over the world, support each other, 

build a sense of community. We have a lot of talent and resources 

in our community. Recently, a Palestinian American woman in 

her 20s visited and said it was the fi rst time she felt connected to 

her roots and culture, even though she had visited Palestine once.

“For Palestinians back home, we want them to 

know we are not silent, we are sharing their stories.”

They are fortunate to have Palestinian artist Ahmed Hmeedat 

to help further this last goal. Traveling from the Dheisheh Refugee 

Camp in Bethlehem, Hmeedat met up with Nassar during a visit 

to DC in 2014 and has since been an integral part of their vision. 

At fi rst he served as a sort of unoffi cial art advisor, helping to 

create themes for exhibits, soliciting art from Palestinian artists, 

shipping the art from Palestine, and speaking on the behalf of the 

museum at various venues. He credits Nassar with keeping the 

dream of the museum alive with his unrelenting determination. 

“He was constantly trimming and reshaping the idea in his mind 

till it reached what it is today.” What started out as the Nakba 

Museum in 2015 evolved into the current MPP. Hmeedat says the 

message they want to deliver is that “Palestine is full of successful 

stories and resilient people. We are not adopting the victim-hood 

story. Our story is a story of courage and doing what is unusual.”

When later appointed Artist in Residence, Hmeedat worked 

with the MPP team to create the theme for its fi rst exhibit, “Re-

From left to right: photographs of Palestinians holding the keys to their former homes; close-up of a Palestinian dress; glass 

and ceramic crafts from the exhibition.

Imagining a Future.” A survey sent out to Palestinians in the 

diaspora and at home challenged them to imagine a future beyond 

the checkpoints, curfews, and discrimination faced around the 

world by a people whose very existence is often seen as a political 

statement against Israel. Hmeedat then developed paintings related 

to the ideas revealed in the survey. Two themes in particular stand 

out for their “re-imaginings” of Palestine’s future. “A Normal Day in 

Palestine” depicts a man relaxing with his argila in front of a ruined 

Israeli checkpoint, now defunct. The Occupation is over. Says, 

Hmeedat, “I imagine the checkpoint as a memorial or a museum 

where Palestinian people could go and learn about their history. 

Also, for tourists who would visit, they can learn that there is no 

oppression or injustice that could last more than this checkpoint.”

In “The Orange Tree,” a farmer in Jaffa is cultivating his 

tree in the middle of the day, “a sign of activism and presence,” 

says Hmeedat. The painting has a style halfway between graphic 

and folk art, in brilliant color, with a tenderness and strength 

in the portrayal of the Palestinian farmer. Hmeedat explains, 

“Palestinians are not afraid any more of taking care of their 

lands. It is a legitimate act to be on your land. This is the message 

that I want to tell non-Palestinians. For Palestinians, I would 

like to send a message that conveys the following: whatever 

comes to your conscious mind is a form of imagination, it will 

eventually catch you. The future…is a perpetual possibility.” 

Hmeedat has now returned to the Dheisheh Camp to be 

near his family. “No one forced me to go,” he says. “At the end 

of 2018, I realized that the American Dream is taking me from 

my family, my beloved city Bethlehem, friends, and Palestine. I 

realized my move to the U.S. was not intended. It just happened 

to me due to some magic. I was admitted to law school in NY and 

this is why I moved. I did not escape Palestine, I went to study 

and learn. And the American Dream is not what I want to pursue.

“I am a big believer that life is about choices and confi dent that a 
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man can be the master of his future and his soul. So, I chose to go back. 

I would not allow borders to take me away from what I love.” He sees 

his role with the museum now as being an ambassador. “Everywhere 

I go I will create a possibility of cooperation with this museum.”

Nassar has also been busy creating connections in DC. Many 

schools and universities have scheduled visits for the coming year. 

Various groups are already visiting the museum. They are planning 

exhibits at local theatres – Mosaic Theatre and Round House 

Theatre – and collaborating with many organizations in the DC area.  

They are looking for volunteers in the DC area and 

donations that will support their dreams for growth. There 

are also monthly memberships to sustain the museum. For 

more information, visit their website at https://mpp-dc.org.

For many museum attendees, Nassar says, “We are 

confronting them with facts they may not know, but the most 

important thing we want to do is to be inviting and engaging, make 

them curious about Palestinians and their culture, to engage them 

in conversation. We are a museum, not a political organization.” 

He quotes their motto: “’Many stories, one heart.’ It’s not 

about being an authority, but about starting a conversation.”AJ    

A series of paintings by Ahmed Hmeedat.

Continued from page 40

The Happy Smock

felt by a community or person in the current news cycle. 

Random Structures
Huguette created a vast collection of art in several media, 

from two-dimensional and shallow relief works to performative 

dresses and sculpture. Some of her paintings and drawings were 

massive and graced art museums, private collections and public 

spaces. Curiosity, humor, and desire were embedded in her art. 

Like most visual artists, she pondered the gaps between thing, 

image, symbol, and meaning. Lines made links between the gaps. 

Lines were an insignia emerging from Huguette’s gentle, rough, 

and elegant touch. The line had a life that began and ended. 

Together, lines acted as structures, characters, and abstractions to 

map and link communication. The lines stemmed from irresistible 

urges to seek entry points and to create color fi elds. A single 

line’s organic transitions, repetitions, and permutations suggested 

human forms in semi-playful eroticism or defi ned a ledge, a 

hillside, or an urban landscape. She seemed to follow the internal 

narrative or story of the line at that moment. 

Much has been written on “Bribes de corps,” Caland’s erotic 

paintings and drawings, her Pierre Cardin-produced abaya dresses, 

and her sweeping feminism. In this essay I focus on less analyzed 

processes, and especially her logographic series, “Silent Letters.”

Huguette’s unconscious expressions were fueled by 

spontaneous and random calculations. Calculation may not 

mesh with the idea of random. However, Huguette, as many 

artists do, chose randomness and spontaneity as a strategy, 

a calculated way of breaking free of old modes of thinking 

and creating. She trusted a calculated random process 

because it mirrored her life as both directed and exploratory.

Nathalie Karg’s gallery statement for “Silent Letters” 

in 2016 states, “Exploring the physical process of moving 

brushes wet with ink and acrylic paint across paper and 

canvas until they nearly dry out…Caland’s linear pieces…

expose the methods by which they are produced.”

“Silent Letters” is a conceptualized series of individual 

pieces and may also be seen as an installation hung in segments. 

It stemmed from letters she wrote and received throughout her 

life. She conceived it as a game for the viewer. Her daughter, 

Brigitte, characterized it as, “Can you read what I want you to 

understand? Can you read what I do not want you to understand?” 

These are segmented and meditative pieces. The grid in 

“Silent Letters” is prominent. The lines create rectangular and 

square shapes as if they were spoken language. Semiology – the 

study of the gaps and shifts between things, their iconic being, and 

their textual sounds – bridged the phonetic language we hear and 

write. It’s as though Huguette were returning phonetic language to an 

invented pictographic one. Meditative in its process, perhaps it 

was her way of coping with the loss of images when they became 

sounded letters and words. This is a common curiosity among 

artists: the acknowledgment that a loss is felt when every image is 

reduced or replaced by syllabic words and phrases. Artists depend 

on speech to describe their creative work, yet often feel that spoken 

or written descriptions and ideas cut the experience of art in half.

Huguette’s late works were largely autobiographical. 

Composed as swaying grids and irregular orbs, the larger paper 

or canvas pieces were often folded or draped in isolated segments. 

The cumulative whole became landscapes that inferred a terrestrial 

subconsciousness. Dots and circles suggested faces and images. 

The cliff, the buildings, and the hills were full of unknown stories. 

Three independent layers defi ne the masterpiece “Bleu.” The 

pervasive cobalt-ultramarine color transforms and becomes a deep 

space behind frontal lines. The spherical celestial volumes made 

up of tan, yellow, and white dots and dashes is another independent 


