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An installation view of the artist Saif Azzuz’s exhibition “Keet Hegehlpa’ (the water is rising),” with his wall-size canvas “Take it all in,” at the 
Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston. via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston; photo by Francisco Ramos

October 18, 2025
By Emily Wilson

For Saif Azzuz, art is never just an individual effort.

A 37-year-old artist who lives in Pacifica, Calif., just south of San Francisco, Azzuz has his first 
major solo exhibition, “Keet Hegehlpa’ (the water is rising),” running at the Blaffer Art Museum 
at the University of Houston through Dec. 20.

However, the show, which has a bilingual Yurok and English title, also features work by others. 
Azzuz, who is Yurok and Libyan, often includes family members’ art in his exhibitions. The 
Blaffer show has pieces by his mother, Elizabeth Azzuz; his wife, Lulu Thrower; their children, 
Viola and Moya Azzuz; and a cousin, Colleen Colegrove.

“If you look at someone’s solo show at a gallery, there’s never just one person,” he said in an 
interview at his San Francisco studio. “There are the people at the gallery, the people that 
install it, the people that packed and shipped the work. It’s like an album, and sometimes you 
have featured artists, and it still can be a single project and a collaboration.”

Azzuz is no stranger to the gallery world. Since getting his B.F.A. from the California College 
of the Arts in 2013, he has been shown at the Institute of Contemporary Art San Francisco; the 
Hudson River Museum in Yonkers, N.Y.; and elsewhere. In 2022, he was one of 30 Bay Area 



In a household in which everyone makes art, Azzuz’s daughter, Viola, 9, has displayed photographs of the family, each decorated with 
pistachios, atop the dining table. Gabriela Hasbun for The New York Times

artists whose work was acquired by the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco with a $1 million 
grant from the Svane Family Foundation.

This year, his strong convictions about land — that it is something that needs care and protection 
— are front and center in both the exhibition in Houston and in an upcoming group show at the 
Oakland Museum of California, “Good Fire: Tending Native Lands,” opening on Nov. 7 and 
running through May 31. His mother, who does traditional burns — small, controlled fires to 
promote healthy ecosystems on Indigenous territory — will be part of that exhibition, too.

For the show at the Blaffer, Azzuz also talked to ecological organizations in Houston, such as 
Bayou City Waterkeeper and West Street Recovery, which were introduced to him by the show’s 
curator, Erika Mei Chua Holum, a native of the city. In addition to meeting with them when he 
went to Houston in the spring, Azzuz researched the area’s history and climate data.

In a telephone interview, Holum said that visitors expected the show to focus mainly on oil and 
gas, but that Azzuz thought in terms of thousands of years. His artworks, which fill the entire 
top floor of the museum, spilling down hallways and around corners, include native plants, oak 
trees, acorns, gates, political pins and propane tanks, with pieces by his wife, his children and 
his mother, as well as a community mural, interspersed. Throughout, the show poses thorny 
questions about colonialism, cattle farming and racism, and how land and water have evolved 
from public goods to private property. Holum called it a conversation between the Bayou and 
the Bay Area.

“Saif’s truly unique perspective broadened the conversation and aims to form alliances and 
solidarities with people who share the same land and are fighting for land-back movements,” 



Saif Azzuz with his wife, Lulu Thrower, and their children, Moya, left, 
and Viola, at home in Pacifica, Calif. Gabriela Hasbun for The New 
York Times

Holum said, referring to the efforts of 
Indigenous people to have authority over their 
ancestral territory. “He’s constantly thinking 
about what the community is doing and how 
people are organizing.”

Azzuz also researched the siblings John and 
Augustus Allen, called the founders of Houston 
after they bought more than 6,600 acres 
of land in the area in 1836 and then placed 
advertisements marketing it in several Texas 
newspapers.

In the Blaffer show, “Before there were so many 
walls” (2025), Azzuz’s abstracted depiction 
of one of the Allen brothers’ advertisements, 
hangs on a gallery wall more than 10 feet 
behind another work, “Liberties were taken.” 
That piece incorporates a tall, chain-link fence 
that sprouts from the floor and has within its 
links an oversize mosaic bald eagle.

“The Allen brothers made a postcard they 
would send east to try to convince folks in 
Louisiana and other states to move to Houston,” 
Azzuz said, “and it presented it as this idyllic 
Mediterranean space, with hills and water, but 
Houston was a swamp and it’s flat, so none of 
that was true.

“I wanted to juxtapose that behind the fence, thinking about the border and who’s allowed to 
settle and whose bodies are being forced into the carceral system, and who’s being subjugated 
to ICE raids now,” he noted, referring to Immigration and Customs Enforcement and the larger 
structure around jails and prisons.

“All those things felt connected to the inherent racism that exists within those policies,” he 
continued. “Then the eagle is this symbol of freedom in America, but also appears on the flag in 
Mexico, so I was thinking about that connection. When I make art, it’s all over the place. I like to 
pull these connections together.”

Azzuz said he always wanted museums to be accessible. One of the reasons he involved his 
family was so that more people could see themselves in the Houston show.

Thrower, Azzuz’s wife, agreed that the inclusion made the show more inviting. She created a 
sculpture of recycled wire hangers, titled “Tale as old as time” (2025), and wove a basket, “We 
hold us” (2025), from the same material. Both refer to reproductive rights. In the basket she 
placed wooden acorns she made.

“People can feel like these spaces aren’t for us,” said Thrower, who teaches art part time, “and 
Saif wanted to intentionally combat that by including the kids, by including his family, who 



Lulu Thrower’s “Tale as old as time,” a sculpture made from recycled coat hangers, is part of Azzuz’s show in Houston. Via the Blaffer Art 
Museum at the University of Houston; photo by Francisco Ramos

aren’t quote-unquote professional artists. I hope that people who come see the show feel that 
energy.”

Azzuz said their daughter, Viola, 9, and their son, Moya, 6, always had a hand in his work, 
whether that meant gluing things onto sculptures or making marks on paintings. Their pieces in 
the Blaffer exhibition are Viola’s painting and collage, “Peace is Everything” (2025), and Moya’s 
redesigned water barrel, “The unknown water source” (2025), which is equipped with a pump 
so the fluid replenishes itself.

Recently, Azzuz’s family went to the Yurok Reservation by the Klamath River, where his mother 
lives, to participate in a healing ceremony, the Brush Dance. Seeing her grandchildren’s work 
in the museum seems natural to her, Elizabeth Azzuz said later, in a phone interview.

“It really reminded me of being at home,” she said, “because our family just came out of 
ceremony with three to five generations at a time together, dancing and praying and wearing 
our traditional regalia. Knowing that my grandchildren are fully immersed in their life is quite 
heartwarming for me.”

Azzuz and his mother collaborated on a piece in the Blaffer show, with beaded bronze branches. 
She also beaded an acorn in Thrower’s basket.

A director of traditional fire, as well as the treasurer, for Cultural Fire, an organization that does 
controlled burns — an Indigenous practice for centuries — Elizabeth Azzuz often sends photos of 
burns to her son, who makes paintings based on them. She also sent him charcoal from a burn 



Azzuz and Thrower, who teaches art part time and sometimes 
contributes to his exhibitions, on the Linda Mar Beach in Pacifica, 
Calif. Gabriela Hasbun for The New York Times

by the Alabama-Coushatta Tribe of Texas, which he used to create the community mural in the 
Blaffer that runs down the hallway in the exhibition.

When Azzuz showed with the gallery that represents him, Anthony Meier, at Frieze Los Angeles 
in February, his work got a lot of attention. Several critics called it one of the best booths at the 
fair, and one wrote that land stewardship was the core of Azzuz’s practice.
When painting a landscape, Azzuz thinks of it as a portrait.

“People feel land is this thing to be conquered, rather than this thing we’re in constant symbiosis 
with,” he said. “I very much think of these as portraits of people or places and a living being, 
rather than this thing that’s outside of us.”

The feeling that land is like a relative to care for also runs through “Good Fire.” The Oakland 
museum’s curator of natural science, Ryder Diaz, said he had wanted to do a show like this 
since coming to the museum six years ago. He organized it with Native fire practitioners (like 
Elizabeth Azzuz), ecologists and cultural leaders.

In “Good Fire,” Azzuz will have a painting (an abstract work based on one of his mother’s photos, 
suggesting plants and sky) and a gate symbolizing the privatization of land. He said he was 
grateful to be involved with residents of the Yurok reservation and Indigenous people around 
Northern California who use fire to care for the land.

Elizabeth Azzuz, Saif Azzuz’s mother, who does traditional burns 
on Indigenous lands. Saif sometimes incorporates images of those 
controlled fires into his work. Kiliii Yuyan



The community element was important to him in the Houston show as well. It includes the 
mural he started with charcoal from the tribe in Texas and then invited museum staff to make 
additions. It also comprises a climate-justice reading group that Holum leads, using books 
donated by AK Press, and a garden outside the museum with medicinal and native plants. Azzuz 
hopes people will gather there when things are hard.

“It became a way to tie some of the things in the show to work that people are doing,” he said. 
“I like to think that the art isn’t existing in its own bubble and should be tied to community and 
conversations.”

In the Houston show, Thrower’s coiled-wire sculpture “We hold us” contains wooden acorns, one of which has a band beaded by her mother-
in-law. Via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston; Photo by Francisco Ramos



At the Blaffer, a detail of Saif Azzuz’s “Persistence isn’t always safe, but it’s often necessary,” a sculpture of plasma-cut steel with designs of 
plants and wildlife from the bayou. Via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston’ photo by Francisco Ramos

A detail of Saif Azzuz’s “What grows in a world where the soil is watered in blood?,” a sculpture in the Houston show that is made of rusted 
steel with a flower growing from its surface. Via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston; photo by Francisco Ramos



Saif Azzuz’s “Who says,” a gate incorporating a steel framework and stickers, ink, bungee cord and chains. It will also be in the Oakland show.
Saif Azzuz, via Anthony Meier, Mill Valley

Foreground, Saif Azzuz’s “Liberties were taken,” which incorporates a chain-link fence and a mosaic bald eagle, and, behind it, his canvas 
“Before there were so many walls.” Via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston; photo by Francisco Ramos



Azzuz often puts objects like political buttons into his work. Attached to mesh wiring, they cascade down a staircase in his exhibition at the 
Blaffer. Via the Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston; photo by Francisco Ramos
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Saif Azzuz
By Katy Donoghue

Saif Azzuz’s “Huem-chor O’ weych-pues” (Welcome to where the rivers meet) is currently on view at Anthony 
Meier Fine Arts in San Francisco through April 22. The exhibition includes a series of new paintings, ceramics, 
wood sculptures, beading, and metalwork, exploring the imagery, craft, and landscape of his Yurok heritage. 
Growing up between two cultures—Yurok on his maternal side and Libyan on his paternal—Azzuz has always 
investigated that dynamic in his practice, and how it’s viewed through the lens of an American eye. 
 Recently, he has been looking more directly at his own relationship with the communities he’s from. His 
paintings are full of vibrant colors and movement, created by spraying paints and dyes pulled from a palette of 
&DOLIRUQLD¶V�ZLOG¿UH�DQG�GURXJKW�PDSV²EULJKW�\HOORZV��RUDQJHV��UHGV��DQG�SXUSOHV�WKDW�VHUYH�DV�D�ZDUQLQJ��8VLQJ�
native and invasive plants to create shapes and patterns, he references indigenous cultural knowledge. 
 A few months before the solo show opened, Whitewall spoke with Azzuz about the dualities of life, 
landscape, and art.

WHITEWALL: What will be on view in the exhibition at Anthony Meier?

SAIF AZZUZ: The title of the show, “Huem-chor O’ weych-pues,” which I’m butchering because I’m still 
learning Yurok, means “Where the rivers meet.” That’s where I grew, up on and off, and that’s where I grew up, 

Tapping into indigenous cultural knowledge, 
while finding in beauty the warning signs. 

Portrait by   Adrian Martinez.

on and off, and that’s where my mom lives and where my family lives. It’s 
on the Yurok Reservation. This show is largely about that area and all the 
many dualities of living there—both appreciating the land and how the 
inaccessibility to certain space has affected the land and water over time, 
and how people in the community are working to restore that. 
  I’m going to divide up the space with a cattle gate that would be 
used where my mom lives. There’s going to be some mixes of woodworking, 
painting, metalwork, and some other things. With the cattle gate, you don’t 
have access to a certain part of the space. There’s going to be work behind 
there that you can see but you’re not going to be able to get to.

WW: Why did you want to divide the space?

SA: That tension was a big thing for me. There is that inaccessibility to 
ancestral space back home, especially when you are trying to care for it or 
gather, that you can feel. And I wanted that to be in the show. 
 I’m going to have 13 ceramic salmon on one wall of the gallery, 
and they are going to be the only thing that crosses the space in between 
what everyone is able to access and the area that’s gated off. I picked 13, 
acknowledging the lunar calendar and how it would normally function 
within our community.

WW: What will they look like?

SA: ,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�UHDOO\�WU\�WR�VWLFN�WR�UHSOLFDWLQJ�¿VK��DQG�,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�VHH�
KRZ�PDQ\�ZD\V�,�FDQ�GR�LW��:KHQ�\RX¶UH�¿VKLQJ�XS�WKHUH��P\�PRP¶V�DUHD��RU�
LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�¿VK�\RX�VHH��WKHUH�DUH�VR�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�QDWXUH�KDV�
affected them. By the time they make it upstream, whatever is in there, the 
algae and aspects of their journey, has impacted them. 
 There’s also going to be a beaded piece. Beading has been a big 
thing within my family, and I grew up watching my great-aunts and my 
JUDQGIDWKHU� EHDG�� DQG� P\� PRP� EHDGV�� 7KH\¶UH� UHÀHFWLYH� RI� RXU� EDVNHW�
patterns. I remember watching my grandfather before he passed doing 
his last beading, and it was still on a loom, so I’m going to replicate that 
same pattern he was doing. For me, it felt like a good way to sit with what 
my grandfather was working on at the end. It’s nice to be present with the 
beading, because it takes a lot of time and you have to sit with it in a different 
way than a painting or woodworking.

WW: What role does sourcing the wood play for you?

SA: In past instances, I’ve gotten wood that was going to be in a chipping pile 
or that was reclaimed. For me, it was nice to put a story back into those pieces

that would end up going into someone’s yard. Within the community back 
home, redwoods are really important, and it’s been so removed that it was 
nice to be able to spend time with these pieces of redwood.
� )RU�WKLV�VKRZ��,¶P�¿QGLQJ�SLHFHV�RI�UHFODLPHG�ZRRG��DQG�,¶P�DOVR�
ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�P\�PRP��ZKR�GRHV�FXOWXUDO�¿UH�VWXII�XS�WKHUH��WR�WDNH�GRZQ�
trees that are dying in certain areas. There’s an airborne pathogen that’s 
taken down a lot of cedar. We’ve been going and downing those trees, and 
some get used for cultural stuff and some I’m milling down to try to use 
for certain aspects of the show, like these shelves that I’m going to create 
and this wooden panel.
 
WW: Where do you typically start when working on a new body of work?

SA: Family is always important for me, and the land and how it’s affected 
always comes up. And then traditional ecological knowledge, which is this 
idea that before colonization, because every area was so individualized 
and specialized, every individual community had the best knowledge of 
those areas and how to take care of them. So, rather than a blanket way 
of taking care of a whole state, individual communities knew best. These 
are things I am thinking about and are starting points for me, are ways in 
which ancestral knowledge and taking care of the land has been affected 
by the shift of colonization.

WW: I wanted to ask you about your color choice. Your paintings are so 
G\QDPLF��ZLWK�FRORUV�SXOOHG�IURP�¿UH�PDSV��%XW�WKH�ZRUNV�GRQ¶W�UHDG�DV�
“danger” or warnings.  

SA: I’ve been sitting with that a lot. I think that’s also life, those dualities, 
where maybe you don’t always feel like there’s a constant danger. I get 
these really beautiful present moments with my family, but also there’s 
climate change things happening, and other really unfortunate things 
globally. 

WW: In the show, in the section that you can see but can’t access, what 
work will be back there?

SA: The beaded pieces that I’m replicating from my grandfather will 
be back there. That’s a really intimate moment. It is a detailed thing. It 
pulls back to that tension of, if we talk about the dynamic of who goes 
to galleries, it’s a certain person socioeconomically, and they’re not used 
to not having access to space also. There’s something interesting about 
saying, “You can’t see this intimate moment.”
 Everyone is so used to being able to see everyone’s intimate 
moments with social media. There’s something about not being able to 
access space that is important to me.

Saif Azzuz, Lo’op’ (It burns), 2021, acrylic and enamel on canvas, 80 x 60 inches, photo by Chris 
Grunder, courtesy of Anthony Meier Fine Arts.

Installation view of Saif Azzuz’s tye’wolok’ (I set fire to it), 2021, photo by Chris Grunder, courtesy of 
Anthony Meier Fine Arts.









 






