
Exploring the life of amulets in Palestine: from healing and protective
remedies to the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets
Garcia Probert, M.A.

Citation
Garcia Probert, M. A. (2021, December 1). Exploring the life of amulets in Palestine: from
healing and protective remedies to the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets.
Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3245902
 
Version: Publisher's Version

License: Licence agreement concerning inclusion of doctoral thesis in the
Institutional Repository of the University of Leiden

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3245902
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3245902


Exploring the Life of Amulets in Palestine 





EXPLORING THE LIFE OF AMULETS IN PALESTINE 

From healing and protective remedies to the  

Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets 

Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van  

de graad van doctor aan de Universiteit Leiden, 

op gezag van rector magnificus prof.dr.ir. H.Bijl, 

volgens besluit van het college voor promoties 

te verdedigen op woensdag 1 december 2021 

klokke 11:15 uur 

door 

Marcela Alejandra Garcia Probert 

geboren te Mexico Stad 

in 1981 



Promotores:    Prof.dr. Petra M. Sijpesteijn 

    Prof.em.dr. Salim Tamari 

Promotiecommissie:   Prof.dr. Pieter ter Keurs 

    Prof.dr. Heleen L. Murre-van den Berg (Radboud Universiteit) 

    dr. Karene M.J. Sanchez-Summerer 

    dr. Chiara de Cesari (Universiteit van Amsterdam) 

     

Cover photo: amulets from the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets. 

© Marcela A. Garcia Probert, 2021, Leiden, The Netherlands 

All rights reserved. 



Contents

Acknowledgements ………………………………………………………………………. ix

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………..1

i. Mal de ojo, limpias, and amulets in Palestine…………………………………………….2

ii. Research questions……………………………………………………………………….4

iii. About the sources………………………………………………………………………..5

1. The amulets………………………………………………………………………5

2. The documentation of the amulets……………………………………………….7

3. Studies on Palestine’s folklore………………………………………………… 7

4. The interviews……………………………………………………………………9

iv. Literature review - Studies on the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets…. 10

v. Theoretical framework(s)……………………………………………………………….. 13

1. Life of things and their biographies……………………………………………. 14

2. The agency of objects…………………………………………………………… 15

vi. Methodology…………………………………………………………………………….16

vii. Taufiq Canaan………………………………………………………………………….. 18

viii. Chapter structure……………………………………………………………………….20

ix. Transliteration………………………………………………………………………….. 23

1. What is an amulet?…………………………………………………………………….. 25 

1.1 Outline…………………………………………………………………………………. 25 

1.2 Amulets as magical objects……………………………………………………………. 26 

1.3 Islamic amulets………………………………………………………………………… 27 

1.4 Definitions and terminology…………………………………………………………… 30 

   1.4.1 Amulet and Talisman……………………………………………………………… 30 

   1.4.2 Arabic terms……………………………………………………………………….. 32 

   1.4.3 Palestinian use of the terms………………………………………………………… 34 

1.5. From magical objects to small blessings……………………………………………… 37 

   1.5.1 Amulets in collections……………………………………………………………… 37 

   1.5.2 The study of amulets in live settings………………………………………………. 41 

1.6 The study of amulets in modern Palestine…………………………………………….. 45 

1.7 Amulet and talisman in the writings of Taufiq Canaan………………………………… 47 



   1.7.1 Aberglaube und Volksmedizin im Lande der Bibel………………………………… 50 

   1.7.2 The Decipherment of Arabic Talismans……………………………………………. 51 

   1.7.3 The cardboards and the catalogue………………………………………………… 53 

1.8 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………55 

2. Amulets as healing and protective remedies…………………………………………. 57 

2.1. Outline………………………………………………………………………………… 57 

2.2 Material religion and everyday religion…………………………………………….…. 57 

2.3 The world of peasants and bedouins…………………………………………………… 59 

   2.3.1 Reforms and modernisation…………………………..………………………..….. 60 

   2.3.2 Disengagement with the land…………………………………………………..….. 64 

2.4 Everyday religion in Palestine……………………………………………………..……67 

   2.4.1 Agrarian religion…………………………………………………………………….68 

   2.4.2 Inter-confessionality and the fluid nature of everyday religion……………………. 71 

   2.4.3 Amulets for all………………………………………………………………………75 

2.5 Internal conceptualisations of illness, healing and efficacy…………………………… 78 

   2.5.1 Illness and healing…………………………………………………………………. 78 

   2.5.2 Efficacy……………………………………………………………………………. 83 

2.6 Components of early 20th century Palestine’s religious culture………………………. 85 

   2.6.1 The world of spirits………………………………………………………………… 85 

   2.6.2 Dust of prophets and patriarchs……………………………………………………. 87 

   2.6.3 Amulets as vehicles for baraka……………………………………………………. 89 

   2.6.4 Landmarks and the power of nature……………………………………………….. 92 

2.7 Mixed-material amulets……………………………………………………………….. 94 

2.8 Conclusions……………………………………………………………………………. 100 

3. Amulets as ethnographic evidence and collectibles…………………………………. 102 

3.1 Outline………………………………………………………………………………….. 102 

3.2 The missions…………………………………………………………………………….103 

3.3 The cultural and religious background of Taufiq Canaan……………………………… 104 

3.4 Revival and study of the Holy Land…………………………………………………….107 

   3.4.1 Modes of ethnographic engagement………………………………………………. 109 

   3.4.2 Palestinian Orientalism…………………………………………………………….. 112 



3.5 Taufiq Canaan, the ethnographer………………………………………………………. 114 

3.6 Collecting, collectors, collections……………………………………………………… 115 

   3.6.1 Collecting ethnographic evidence in Palestine…………………………………….. 117 

   3.6.2 The figure of the physician-collector………………………………………………. 119 

3.7 Taufiq Canaan, the collector, the archivist…………………………………………… 123 

   3.7.1 Motivations………………………………………………………………………… 124 

   3.7.2 Choices in documentation………………………………………………………….. 125 

   3.7.3 Stages of collecting………………………………………………………………… 127 

   3.7.4 Acquisition of amulets………………………………………………………………128 

3.8 Engagement with other collectors……………………………………………………… 131 

   3.8.1 Lydia Einsler….……………………………………………………………………. 132 

3.9 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………134 

4. Amulets as commodities……………………………………………………………….. 137 

4.1 Outline………………………………………………………………………………….. 137 

4.2 Commoditisation of amulets…………………………………………………………… 138 

4.3 The manufacture of amulets……………………………………………………………. 142 

   4.3.1 The sheikhs………………………………………………………………………… 142 

      4.3.1.1.Pilgrimage certificates…………………………………………………………. 146 

   4.3.2 The artisans………………………………………………………………………….151 

   4.3.3 Self-made amulets………………………………………………………………….. 153 

4.4 The passing on amulets………………………………………………………………… 154 

   4.4.1 Al-aṭṭārīn…………………………………………………………………………… 155 

   4.4.2 Pilgrimage, holy souvenirs and amulets…………………………………………… 158 

      4.4.2.1 Al-ḥaram al-sharīf………………………………………………………………161 

      4.4.2.2 Nabi Musa……………………………………………………………………… 162 

   4.4.3 The antiquarians……………………………………………………………………. 166 

      4.4.3.1 Ohan, the Armenian antiquarian and collector…………..…………………….. 169 

4.5 Amulets in lieu of payment…………………………………………………………….. 172 

4.6 Donation of amulets……………………………………………………………………. 175 

4.7 Concluding remarks……………………………………………………………………. 178 



5. Amulets as Palestine’s cultural heritage……………………….…………………….. 180 

5.1 Outline…………………………………………………………………………………. 180 

5.2 Canaan’s amulets arrive to Birzeit University…………………………………………. 181 

5.3 Establishing the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets  

at Birzeit University……………………………………………………………………….. 184 

5.4 Ya Kafi, Ya Shafi… An exhibition……………………………………………………… 188 

5.4.1 Analysis of the Catalogue, different writings, different tones……………………….. 192 

5.5  Socio-political background …………………………………………………………… 195 

    5.5.1 Folklore studies, Palestinian awakening………………………………………….. 197 

5.6 The museographical work around the objects…………………………………………..200 

5.7. Taufiq Canaan, the Palestinian………………………………………………………… 202 

5.8  Collecting as a political act……………………………………………………………. 204 

   5.8.1 The duty of collecting……………………………………………………………… 210 

   5.8.2 Collecting for others……………………………………………………………….. 213 

5.9 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………218 

6. Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………… 220 

Appendix A. List of Figures……………………………………………………………… 225 

Appendix B. Tables………………………………………………………………………. 227 

Table 1. Complete list of materials/amulets in the T.C.C.P.A……………………………… 227 

Table 2. Amulets collected per year……………………………………………………….. 240 

Table 3. Purchased amulets and prices…………………………………………………….. 242 

Table 4. Objects donated to Taufiq Canaan…………………………………………………249 

Bibliography………………………………………………………………………………. 254 

Samenvatting……………………………………………………………………………… 275 

Curriculum vitae………………………………………………………………………….  279



Acknowledgements 

My supervisors, Dr. Petra M. Sijpesteijn and Dr. Salim Tamari, are the most important people to 

thank for making this thesis possible. Petra was always supportive and paid full attention to my 

work despite her teaching and research load. This is also true for Salim, who supported me since  

the first time I visited him at the IPS in Ramallah, and kept giving me advise despite of the long 

distance. 

 A big thanks goes to all the people who helped me during my fieldwork in the West Bank: 

the staff at Birzeit University Museum, specially to Ayman al-Shwaiki, Ziad Youssef, and Balqees 

Nakhlah for their patience in showing me the Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets and 

granting me access to the amulets and help me photograph the objects. Thanks to Baha al-Jubeh, 

who always answered my questions about the use of amulets and the donation of the Canaan 

Collection, Dr. Aref Abu Rabia who shared with me important information about the culture of the 

Bedouins of the Negev. Thanks to the staff of the Institute for Palestine Studies at Ramallah. A 

special thanks to my friends in Palestine who shared with me a lot about their everyday life and 

made it easier for me to understand Palestine’s culture: Bubu and Chris Alami, Ibrahim Issayed and 

his family, Muhammad Abu Jayyeb, Muhammad Wassef. 

 I also thank LUCIS, LIAS and LUF for having sponsored my fieldwork and other activities 

during my research. A special word of appreciation goes to Birte Kristiansen, who proofread and 

edited the text, and to my boyfriend Taco, who helped me to translate the summary into Dutch. A 

word of thanks would also go to my friends/colleagues Eftychia, Ale, Hayat, Mahmood, Tijmen, 

Sami, and Soraya for their constant encouragement though the years. Finally, this research would 

not have been possible without the support of my friends and housemates, and to my two (Mexican 

and Dutch) families, specially to my dad, my mom and Brooody. 

 This research was sponsored by Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACyT) 

and Secretaria de Educación Publica (SEP).

ix


