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ARTS & CULTURE 
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Serkan Özkaya, Baker’s Apprentice, Galerist
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Istanbul, the meeting point of civilizations and home of continent-spanning bridges, towering 
mosques, labyrinthine bazaars, exotic spices, endless glasses of tea and… contemporary 
art? It may not have made it onto the cliché list just yet, but give it a few years and the latter 
may seem just as synonymous as any talk of East meets West. 

Commentators all agree that the contemporary art scene in Istanbul has witnessed an 
explosion in recent years, but this is not a new phenomenon, rather one that has been building 
momentum since the 1980s. When the political climate changed following the 1980 coup, the 
Turkish economy grew, enabling entrepreneurs to flourish, and galleries to open. 

In 1987, the first Istanbul Biennial (organized by the Istanbul Foundation For Culture 
and Arts) was held. This fair has since attracted worldwide acclaim, not only as one of the 
most prestigious events of its kind, but as a frontrunner in Istanbul’s contemporary art scene, 
paving the way for others to follow. It will be held again this year between September 14 and 
November 20, but is no longer the only reason for international attention. We took a look at the 
key players involved in this snowballing growth. 
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ThE FAiRS

A
rt fairs have two important roles: not only do they allow 
galleries to take their work abroad, but the rising number of 
fairs held in Istanbul has raised awareness of the domestic 
scene. In 2006, the first Contemporary Istanbul festival 
featured 49 galleries, 150 artists, and attracted 37,000 
visitors. Now in its eighth year, with 110 galleries from 21 
countries and approximately 650 artists, it has more than 
doubled in size and will be the largest event to date. 

Chairman Ali Güreli has described the fair as both an art event and a cultural 
platform, stating that, “since 2006 the aim of Contemporary Istanbul has been to 
raise awareness of both local and international artists in Turkey, while increasing 
interest amongst international audiences in Turkey’s vibrant contemporary artistic 
scene. Our vision is to be embedded in the culture of Istanbul while being an artistic 
hub for galleries from across Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa.”

Contemporary Istanbul may have made its mark on the international scene, but 
it is by no means the longest running art event. Last November the 22nd Istanbul 
Art Fair was attended by 452,000 art lovers and featured 100 galleries. Around 
the same time, Art Istanbul, a week-long celebration of contemporary culture, 

Contemporary Istanbul 2012 Fair Area

Gerard Rancinan, Le  
Banquet des Idoles, 
Contemporary Istanbul, 2012
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took place across the city. There are also newcomers entering 
the ring, such as All Arts Istanbul, which had its debut this 
spring and brought together the classical and contemporary for the first 
time in the Istanbul Congress Center. The latest addition to this rapidly expanding 
scene, ArtInternational Istanbul, is set to take place between September 16 - 18, and 
will bring together 63 galleries from 19 different countries.

Yet, Director Dyala Nusseibeh says that ArtInternational Istanbul is not 
following a path paved by these previous fairs. “You could say, instead, that we are 
joining an existing conversation between many participants, with full confidence 
that we can contribute in a meaningful way. Amongst these ‘participants’ it would be 
equally important to point to the growth of local galleries, the opening of privately 
funded museums and the presence of international auction houses, all of which 
have opened the way for an international art fair such as our own to step forward.”

For details of all Istanbul’s cultural fairs this autumn, please see page 62 of 
our agenda.

Carlos Aires, De Natura Deorum, Art International Istanbul

Ansen, Microbigs Series 
Jack Nicholson as Jack 
Torrance from Shining, 
2012, Gallery x-ist.
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ThE gALLERiES
Some estimates place the number of 
commercial galleries in Istanbul at 
over 200, compared to just a dozen 
a decade ago. Anyone that’s spent 
even a day wandering around central 
Istanbul will be able to confirm the 
proliferation of small, independent 
galleries that are especially populous 
in the back streets of the Tophane, 
Karaköy, Galata, Cihangir, Nişantaşı, 
and Beşiktaş neighborhoods, as well as 
the more unlikely districts of Maslak, 
Arnavutköy, and Balat.

Opened by wealthy benefactors, 
corporate entities, and private collectors, 
the most distinctive galleries each 
occupy their own niche, with a unique 
focus, whether it’s photography (Elipsis 
Gallery), emerging local artists (Mixer), 
non-disciplinary art practices (Galeri 
NON), or socio-political implications 
(DEPO), to name a few. On İstiklal 
Caddesi, the century-old art nouveau 
building, Mısır Apartments, houses 
a private collector’s showroom and 
eight different galleries including the 
esteemed Galeri Nev and Pi Artworks, 
an award-winning gallery that was 
founded to meet the needs of the primary 
art market. There are also galleries with 
a strong international presence such 
as Rampa, Rodeo, and Galerist who 
take the works of their artists to many 
international fairs.

The opening of these galleries has had 
a significant impact on the neighborhoods 
in which they sit. The former run-down 
industrial neighborhoods of Tophane and 
Karaköy have been transformed since 
Istanbul Modern opened there, with 
countless smaller galleries moving into 
disused spaces such as Galeri Mana in 
a former 19th century tobacco mill and 
New York’s Krampf Gallery relocating 
there in 2012. 

Aside from these smaller enterprises, 
the big three: Istanbul Modern, SALT 
and ARTER are the driving forces 
behind the contemporary art scene here. 
Istanbul Modern was founded in 2004 
by The Eczacıbaşı Group, one of the 
profoundly influential families that have 
financed the emergence of the Turkish art 

scene. Another of these, the Vehbi Koç 
Foundation (VKF), opened ARTER 
gallery on Istiklal Caddesi in 2010. 
This exhibition space encourages the 
production of contemporary artworks 
and showcases exhibitions curated 
from the VKF Contemporary Art 
Collection, as well as from private 
collections. SALT has two galleries 
in Istanbul, SALT Beyoğlu and SALT 
Galata, and positions itself as a site of 
learning and debate with an innovative 
program of talks, screening, and 
exhibitions. It was founded by Garanti 
Bank, and is one of the many galleries 
in Istanbul to be financed by a major 
bank (Akbank and Yapı Kredi have 
also financed galleries).

There are also a number of other 
private museums that play a major 
role. Borusan Holding opens the 
doors of its headquarters every week, 
displaying their private collection 
and creating a unique museum in 
an office environment as Borusan 
Contemporary. Proje4L was founded 
by collectors Sevda and Can Elgiz in 
2001 as a non-profit institution with 
a mission of promoting contemporary 
art in Turkey. It moved to its new 
space in Maslak in 2005 as the Elgiz 
Museum of Contemporary Art. The 
Pera Museum, founded in 2005 by the 
Suna and İnan Kıraç Foundation, is not 
solely focused on contemporary art, but 
introduces it to their audience through 
the annual exhibition programs and the 
organization of numerous events.

ThE MonEy
Of course the galleries, institutions, 
museums and associations couldn’t 
exist without the collectors. Facilitated 
by Turkey’s economic boom, which 
this year saw the total wealth of the 
100 richest Turks reach a new record of 
$117.8 billion, the number of collectors 
has risen accordingly. There are now an 
estimated 20 to 25 “serious” collectors 
who spend more than $200,000 on 
art annually, and around 500 who are 
buying art on a smaller scale, whilst 
simultaneously providing support to the 
community.

Pera Museum Director, M. Özalp 
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Birol believes “We should pay attention 
to the new generation of art collectors, 
who are wealthy individuals that are 
highly educated and engaged with 
both the international and domestic 
art world. Also, the new players of 
Turkish business life have learned the 
importance and prestige of owning a 
prominent art collection and opening 
a qualified art institution in both 
international circles and within Turkey. 
They emulate the positive impression, 
perception, and position of the old 
money owners.”

There are around 35 auction houses 
operating domestically in Turkey. 
The most important for modern and 
contemporary art are Beyaz Müzayede 

and Antik A.Ş. Müzayedeleri. 
Sotheby’s have now opened an office 
in Istanbul and its head, Oya Delahaye 
told us “Turkish collectors are more 
interested in Turkish Contemporary 
Art but we notice a growing interest 
for international Contemporary 
art.  Sotheby’s presence in Turkey has 
certainly contributed to the growing 
of the market. It is difficult to 
give a number [of collectors] 
but undoubtedly the number has 
increased a lot. For it to grow more 
we need to concentrate on the 
young generation and give them the 
opportunity to buy art at reasonable 
prices. For the moment art in Turkey 
interests mainly the elite.”

of course 
the gallerIes, 
InstItutIons, 
museums and 
assocIatIons 
couldn’t 
exIst 
wIthout the 
collectors
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ThE EdUCAToRS
Wealthy private investors, banks, art 
funds, collectors, holdings, institutions, 
and galleries have provided the local 
art scene with the capital needed for it 
to blossom because there is little in the 
way of government funding. Whilst 
providing a certain degree of freedom, 
this lack of support represents a lack of 
understanding about the importance of 
contemporary art in a global context as 
well as an absence in education.

These specific shortcomings have all 
given rise to associations formed with the 
purpose of sharing knowledge. One such 
association, SAHA, was formed in 2011 
by a group of art collectors, and is a non-
governmental organization established 

to support the growth of contemporary 
arts from Turkey. It collaborates with 
international art institutions to realize 
projects and facilitate their development. 
Another organization, SPOT, is an 
independent curatorial project that 
offers workshops and seminars to art 
enthusiasts. Associations like these 
work hard to improve the education 
and knowledge of contemporary art, by 
offering training to curators, collectors, 
artists, art historians and art critics.

These organizations function 
alongside the numerous academic 
options offered by Istanbul’s many 
universities, which allow budding artists 
to benefit from more opportunities than 
seen in previous years.

wealthy 
prIvate 
Investors, 
banks, 
art funds, 
collectors, 
holdIngs, 
InstItutIons, 
and gallerIes 
have provIded 
the local art 
scene wIth 
the capItal 
needed for It 
to blossom 

WhAT CAME bEFoRE ThE 
ConTEMpoRARy? REAd ALL 
AboUT CLASSiCAL TURkiSh ART, 
AT ThEgUidEiSTAnbUL.CoM
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ThE FUTURE
With all these institutions springing 
up, Istanbul has unsurprisingly been 
courted by the international art world, 
no longer confined to the Biennial. As 
important as this event has become to 
the city, Istanbul refuses to rest on its 
laurels. Every month, new galleries, 
initiatives, fairs, and exhibitions open: 
earlier this summer, the Art News 
Istanbul newspaper was launched, 
dedicating itself to the city’s burgeoning 
scene. Along with the larger fairs, 
in May of this year, the Mamut Art 
Project was held, based on the concept 
of ‘affordable art.’ Artists and curators 
continue to find new spaces in which 
to display works, taking them out of 
traditional settings and into contact 
with the general public. 

But why here? And why now? 
Istanbul, a designated European Capital 
of Culture in 2010, has been on the rise 
for a number of years. According to 
a report released by Mastercard, the 
city will see 10.4 million tourists this 
year, a figure that would place it sixth 
in a global list of tourism destinations. 
While, its rich cultural tapestry already 
attracts those with an interest in 
the arts, there are now also 
noteworthy film, literature, 
classical music, and jazz 
festivals that attract 
international audiences.

ArtInternational 
Director, 
Dyala Nusseibeh 
says, “We 
believe Istanbul 
really has 

the potential to be one of the main art 
centers of the world and we anticipate 
ArtInternational Istanbul playing a role 
in driving this forward in the future.” 
Though it appears that Istanbul is on its 
way to becoming a new cultural hub, 
many commentators believe there is a 
long way to go. “For Turkey in general 
and Istanbul especially, the continual 
development and sustainability of the 
economy could provide the synergy for 
a new global cultural hub to emerge.  I 
believe that we are a relatively effective 
platform for such purposes but this 
being said, we are not necessarily 
market makers, able to successfully 
manage all our financial and cultural 
conditions” says Pera Museum 
Director, M. Özalp Birol.

Istanbul’s unique location, cultural 
history and economic situation all 
provide it with the means to become 
an international hub of contemporary 
art. Yet, on paper it is well on the way 
to adding this cliché to its repertoire, 
whether it has the determination and 
stamina to see it through will only be 
revealed through time. Whether “home 
of contemporary art” can hold its own 

against “clash of civilizations,” and 
“shoppers’ paradise,” as one 

of Istanbul’s many popular 
monikers, remains to be 
seen, but the success 
of this autumn’s big 
art events is likely to 
provide an indicator.

Anne-Karin Furunes, In Search Of A Winner, Art International Istanbul
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QuiCk 
Q&a
We asked some 
of Istanbul’s key 
players in the art 
scene for their 
points of view 
on the city’s 
contemporary art 
scene. To read the 
interviews in full, 
visit: 
www.theguideistanbul.com

oyA dELAhAyE
Head of Sotheby’s Istanbul Office, 
ArtInternational Istanbul Patron

Do collectors play a larger role in the 
contemporary art scene in Turkey (than 
other countries) due to the lack of state 
funding for the arts? 
Private initiative is the main support 
of the art world in Turkey. Most of 
the Museums are private and we are 
expecting five to six new museums to 
open in the near future. 

Do you believe Istanbul will 
become the new cultural hub for 
contemporary art or does it have a 
long way to go? 
Istanbul attracts more and more artists, 
foreign galleries, international collectors. 
It is not only for the art but also for 
the city itself. This city is so dynamic, 
so colorful, so mixed, full of 
contrasts and history that it 
inspires everybody. 

M. Özalp Bİrol
Director of Pera Museum and Istanbul Research 
Institute 

Do you feel there is a good understanding of 
contemporary art in Turkey or is there a need 
for increased knowledge in the subject? 
I believe that even in the most developed 
countries, when it comes to the field of 
contemporary art there are always many 
questions to be asked when attempting to 

understand it. The nature of contemporary art 
demands a high level of interaction in order 

to attain any understanding of it... Turkey is a 
developing country with the largest weight in 

Istanbul.... requiring not only further knowledge 
to fuel the development but also time to 

see and experience contemporary 
art so that a true understanding 
can be cultivated and nurtured. 
The constantly changing and 
evolving nature of contemporary 
art demands a high level of interest, 
research, and production or no 
understanding can ever be attained.  
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dyALA nUSSEibEh 
Director of ArtInternational

ArtInternational Istanbul describes itself as 
‘bridging the global art community.’ Do you feel 

there is still a big distinction between the eastern 
and western art scenes? Or has the art world 
gone global? 
Art scenes at their best have been described 
as global, which I agree with – global 
conversations adapting to locality to ensure 
that they have substance.
 
 How do you hope to see ArtInternational 
Istanbul developing in the future? What 
kind of lasting impact do you hope it will 
have on the local art community? 
We hope to provide a valuable platform 
for artists, galleries, collectors, and 

other art world professionals to 
connect through. We aim to develop 
organically, whilst proactively 
creating a dynamic yearly addition 
to Istanbul’s flourishing art scene.

Elİf Uras
Turkish-born artist based between New York and Istanbul

What influences does Istanbul and Turkey have on your art?
I was a child of the 80s in Turkey when it was transitioning 
from a state-controlled economy and a closed society to a 
free market economy under the center-right government 
of Özal. This had a profound impact on the society 
and suddenly consumer culture was on the rise. The 
endless struggle between modernity and tradition 
became more pronounced.  I am very influenced by 
that.

What changes have you seen in the 
contemporary art scene in Istanbul during 
your lifetime?
When I was growing up, I was not aware of a 
contemporary art scene; going to art school 
was not even on my radar.  There were no 
contemporary art museums then.  Now 
Istanbul is an international art destination, 
with generations of students studying 
art, school children visiting 
contemporary art museums and 
growing up with that awareness.

FoR ThE FULL inTERviEWS, 
go To 
ThEgUidEiSTAnbUL.CoM 


