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TURKEY’S ART COMMUNITY CONTENDS 
WITH ERDOGAN’S CRACKDOWNSState BY EMILY FELDMAN

˘

ZU
M

RA
SH

A
/

W
IK

IM
ED

IA
 C

O
M

M
O

N
S



left Moiz Zilberman in his eponymous gallery. opposite Ali Elmacı’s piece, 
center, was withdrawn from the most recent Contemporary Istanbul art fair.

V
isitors these days at any of the many art galleries and 
institutions that dot Istanbul’s iconic Istiklal Avenue are 
likely to pass dozens of armed policemen. They stand 
guard in front of the street’s prestigious Galatasaray High 
School and St. Anthony of Padua Catholic church, and 

near a congested stretch of storefronts where a suicide bomber killed 
four tourists early last year. The police drive down the pedestrian-
only thoroughfare and park some of their vehicles in front of the 
Russian consulate, which has been on high alert since the country’s 
ambassador was shot dead in December at the opening of a 
photography exhibition in Ankara. If pedestrians look closely, they 
might also notice the eyes of officers monitoring nearby intersections 
through small holes cut into construction tarps. The sense that eyes 
may be watching continues off the street and into the art galleries 
and institutions themselves.

On the eve of a recent opening, Moiz Zilberman, an Istanbul 
native who founded Zilberman Gallery on Istiklal Avenue in 2008, 
acknowledged that this feeling has made him more cautious. “We 
used to show—and we are still showing—artists who are critical 
of what is going on in the country, in the world, in the region,” he 
said, gesturing out his window. “What is the difference now? The 
difference now is, to tell you the truth, we are applying a kind of 
auto-censorship. We are not as courageous as we used to be. We 
didn’t have any problems up until now. Nobody knocked on our 

door, but that doesn’t mean that it won’t happen.”
With the 15th Istanbul International Biennial months away, 

artists, gallerists, and institutions in Turkey are navigating one 
of the most repressive and tumultuous periods in a generation. 
In the last year, an eruption of terrorist attacks and an attempted 
military coup have destabilized the country and its currency, 
while driving away foreign visitors. In response, the country’s 
president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who narrowly escaped 
assassination, has been leading an aggressive crackdown on his 
opponents—from legitimate terrorist groups to ordinary people 
who express critical views.

The tumult led to the cancellation of a number of events on 
Turkey’s art agenda last year. The nonprofit Akbank Sanat shut 
down curator Katia Krupennikova’s “Post-Peace” show—a war and 
peace–related exhibition—days before it was due to open, citing 
the “emotional aftershocks” of a terrorist attack in Ankara. (The 
exhibition went on to show at the Württembergischer Kunstverein 
in Stuttgart. In a press release, the German art association alleged 
that the original Istanbul exhibition was “censored.”)

Organizers of Art International, one of just two major 
international contemporary art fairs in the country, also canceled 
last year, owing, they reported, to reluctance among foreigners 
to travel to Turkey. The fifth Çanakkale Biennial, which was to 
focus on refugees and migrants, was also called off after members 
of parliament publicly accused its art director and co-curator 
Beral Madra of supporting the attempted coup. Organizers cited 
“developments within a political agenda” that do not prioritize 
art as a reason for the cancellation and for the voluntary 
departure of Madra.

The Contemporary Istanbul art fair forged ahead last November, 
despite more than 40 international exhibitors reportedly pulling 
out. Against the odds, a record 90,000 people—mostly locals—
attended, and gallerists reported healthy sales. But even those 
promising developments were marred by a disruption on the fair’s 
first day, when a group of nationalists barged in and attacked a 
work of art. The piece depicted the last Ottoman Sultan, Abdul 
Hamid II, on the stomach of a bikini-clad statue. Turkish artist 
Ali Elmacı withdrew his piece from the fair “in order not to 
create further tension.” The fair’s director, Ali Güreli, expressed his 
support for Elmacı and emphasized his opposition to censorship.

Three months later, Güreli was optimistically looking toward 
the highly anticipated September opening of the city’s 15th 
Biennial—to be curated by Scandinavian artist duo Elmgreen 
& Dragset around the theme of what it means to be a “Good 
Neighbor”—and, thanks to Güreli, the city’s inaugural Art Week.

Seizing on interest in the Biennial, Güreli developed the 
concept for an annual art week after he and his colleagues had 
trouble persuading nervous guests to travel to Turkey last year. 
“I wouldn’t say it’s impossible, but it’s very difficult to invite 
the same people from [all over] the world to come to Istanbul 
in September [for the Biennial] and then to come again in 
November [for Contemporary Istanbul],” he said at a hotel café 
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in the upscale Istanbul district of Nişantaşı. “So we said, look, 
they should be coming at least once.”

With that in mind, Güreli rescheduled his art fair for 
September and reached out to museums, galleries, and the local 
government to develop a jam-packed, city-wide contemporary 
art program for the second week in September. He had reason 
to feel confident. Before arriving at the café, he got word from 
the country’s Culture Ministry that it would promote the week 
internationally with a multimillion-dollar advertising campaign. 
“People [will] learn around the whole world that [besides] all the 
negative information you receive [about Turkey], there’s an Art 
Week in Istanbul!” he declared.

There has been chatter that the week’s programming will 
include a long-anticipated Ai Weiwei exhibition at the Sakıp 
Sabancı Museum, which a spokeswoman said she couldn’t 
confirm. (“It’s still a work in progress,” she explained.) But the 
main draw to the city will be the Biennial itself—the first since 
the country’s attempted coup. Announcing their conceptual 
framework late last year, Elmgreen & Dragset said their edition 
would explore notions of home and neighborhoods, and how 
private spheres have changed over the past decades.

The artists-turned-curators recently rolled out an international 
billboard project providing clues as to how they’ll tackle the 
theme. The billboards, appearing everywhere from Manchester 
to Havana to Delhi, feature photographs by Lukas Wassmann 
questioning what it means to be a good neighbor. (“Is a good 
neighbor a stranger you don’t fear?” asks one billboard that shows 
a car passing a man standing out in the cold.)

Görgün Taner, general director of the Istanbul Foundation for 
Culture and Arts, which organizes the Biennial, made a point of 
distancing the nonprofit from the commercial art fair’s plans for an 
Istanbul Art Week. “The Istanbul Biennial has for many years been 
creating a center of interest for the international contemporary arts 
scene,” he said. “Every year there are more than 5,000 international 
art professionals and almost 500 international journalists who visit 
the Biennial in its opening week. Accordingly, different art venues, 
galleries, contemporary art museums around the city have been 
synchronizing their openings with the first week of the Biennial.”

Current plans for an art week, he added, are dependent on 
support from the local government and other cultural institutions, 
which he would welcome. “We believe any step toward enriching 
the cultural and artistic life of our city is progress,” he said.
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above Ferhat Özgür, Conquest (video still), 2016. opposite (top) A billboard 
for the 15th Istanbul Biennial curated by Elmgreen & Dragset. opposite 
(bottom) Ella de Búrca, Roof Without Walls (Defiance), 2017, on view at  
the exhibition “Post-Peace”at Württembergischer Kunstverein in Stuttgart.

Güreli admits that over Contemporary Istanbul’s 11-year 
history, he has been “the number one person to oppose” its taking 
place parallel to a Biennial, owing to concerns about conflicts 
of interest. But he said this year “the whole picture is different” 
and the art scene needs an injection of positivity. “People should 
see that life goes on, there’s also art, there’s also culture,” he said, 
adding optimistically that “one day [the crises] will be over and 
Istanbul will be Istanbul.”

I
n the meantime, the country is stuck in a period of 
waiting. A national referendum was scheduled for April 
16 (after ARTnews went to press) to determine whether 
or not the country’s president can further consolidate his 

power. Unsure of what economic and political impact the 
result may have, artists, buyers, galleries, and institutions  
were being cautious.

Contemporary artist and university professor Ferhat Özgür, 
who has taken on daring topics in the past—including a 
public exhibition on the country’s penal code that highlighted 
its limits on freedom of speech—said he had now put his 
artwork on hold. “I’m just observing,” he said. “What worries 
me is that anything that may appear a little critical gets you 
labeled as a dissident, which subsequently means that you 
will be profiled. [The government is] profiling everyone—all 
artists, all intellectuals, all academics. Since the failed military 
coup, have you seen anything political or critical in the art 
environment?” he asked. “No one dares.”

The uncertainty also makes it difficult for those in the 

art world to plan ahead. Murat Pilevneli, the founder of 
IstanbulArtNews, a 10,000-circulation monthly art newspaper, 
was awaiting the referendum’s outcome before deciding when 
to open a gallery that he had planned before the political crisis 
began. Aslı Sümer, one of several gallerists who organized 
an Istanbul Gallery Weekend last September—which was 
downscaled in the wake of the attempted coup—said plans 
for a second Gallery Weekend were also on pause until the 
implications of the vote became clear.

Zilberman, the Istiklal Avenue gallerist who is also a collector, 
explained that buyers in Turkey—mostly the “crème de la crème” 
businessmen and women, he said—“have very serious concerns” 
about the way the political situation may impact their assets and, 
as a result, are being more prudent. “I cannot say that nobody is 
buying anything. No, that is not the situation. But buying art or 
coming to art exhibitions is not a priority [for them].”

Those in Turkey who are buying now face the additional 
challenge of sinking currency. The Turkish lira fell 17 percent 
against the dollar in 2016, driving up the price of art for 
Turkish buyers. Contemporary artist Kezban Arca Batıbeki, 
represented by the Leila Heller Gallery between 2010 and 
2015, explained that, even then, the lira’s fluctuation and early 
decline made it difficult for her to sell her work in Turkey. 

86



O
PP

O
SI

TE
:C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
TH

E 
A

RT
IS

T/
TH

E 
PI

LL
-IS

TA
N

BU
L;

 T
H

IS
 P

A
G

E,
 T

O
P 

TO
 B

O
TT

O
M

: L
U

KA
S 

W
A

SM
A

N
N

/
RU

PE
RT

 S
M

IT
H

/
C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
15

TH
 IS

TA
N

BU
L 

BI
EN

N
IA

L;
 

“The prices we determined abroad 
for my works had been quite a 
challenge for me throughout these 
five years because of the [fluctuation 
in] daily exchange rates,” she 
said from her studio overlooking 
the well-guarded St. Anthony of 
Padua Catholic church on Istiklal 
Avenue. “It is very challenging for 
artists exhibiting their works on 
international platforms to determine 
appropriate prices for both parties.”

Despite confusion in the market 
and sluggish sales, foot traffic to art 
events and institutions among locals 
remains high. Besides Contemporary 
Istanbul’s record number of visitors 
in 2016—something Güreli credits 
to solidarity and people’s need 
for an escape from incessant bad 
news—other key institutions also 
reported robust interest in their 2016 
programs. Vasıf Kortun, the outgoing 
director of SALT Galata, a nonprofit 
cultural center housed in the historic 
former Ottoman bank building, said 
attendance “shot through the roof ” in 
2016. “This is without the tourists, 
which were, like, 40 percent [of our 
visitors],” he said. The same year, the institution received 
international recognition for “Empty Fields,” an exhibition 
exploring American missionary work in the Ottoman 
Empire and Turkey, and “One and the Many,” looking at 
industrial production in Turkey in the mid-to-late 20th 
century. “All of that in 2016,” Kortun said of the positive 
news. “And what did not go wrong last year?”

Among their headaches was the 
fallout from the unexpected shuttering 
in December 2015 of SALT Beyoğlu, 
the nonprofit’s second Istanbul 
location on Istiklal Avenue. Since 
opening in 2011, the venue had 
become one of Istanbul’s key cultural 
institutions, and its abrupt closing 
led to speculation about government 
interference. Kortun has denied this 
theory. Incoming director Meriç Öner, 
meanwhile, explained, “There was 
unfortunately something missing that 
was neither dangerous nor unethical, 
but in terms of legal procedures 
proved to be problematic, and we are 
trying to make it right.” Once the 
problems are addressed, Kortun and 
Öner say the space will reopen.

In the meantime, SALT and 
other art institutions across the city, 
navigating a political tightrope, have 
been moving ahead with compelling 
programs. One of six European 
modern and contemporary art 
museums and centers in the European 
Union–backed L’Internationale 
confederation, SALT is marking the 
end of the group’s five-year “Uses of 
Art” series in 2017 with an exhibition 
that will turn a critical eye on the 
institution itself.

Istanbul Modern, the city’s first 
modern and contemporary art 
museum and regular Biennial host, 
is bidding farewell to its current 
building—a dry cargo warehouse 
on the Bosporus Strait that will 
be ceded to a seaside development 
project—with an exhibition that pays 
homage to harbors. Arter, one of the 
city’s premiere galleries, meanwhile, 
has been drawing crowds to “In the 
Realm of the Senseless,” an ongoing 
Jake and Dinos Chapman exhibition 
featuring work from their iconic 
series “Hell,” among others.

And even on a recent cold, wet 
weekend in February, crowds were turning up at the latest 
openings—Iranian artist Shirin Neshat’s “Dreamers” exhibition at 
the out-of-the-way Dirimart gallery; Turkish artist Bora Başkan’s 
latest exhibition at the three-year-old Öktem&Aykut Gallery; and 
ceramic artist Burçak Bingöl’s fourth solo show at the Zilberman 
Gallery, where the sounds of guests echoed throughout the 
building’s hallways, as police patrolled the avenue below.
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