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Press Dossier  

 
”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects presents works by 17 Turkish 
creators essential for understanding the artistic modernity of the country. 
 
 

Contemporary masterpieces from Turkey 
in the collection of the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey 
 
Contemporary Turkish art is claiming its place in the history of 20th 
century European culture. Its most recent artistic tradition is little known 
outside the borders. Thanks to the patronage of the Central Bank of the 
Republic of Turkey, is now being presented, for the first time in Spain, at 
CaixaForum Madrid. Contemporary masterpieces from Turkey in the 

collection of the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey shows the work of 
17 artists who, in touch with the European and American artistic 
movements of the second half of the 20th century, incorporate new ideas 
into their painting without sacrificing their beliefs and aesthetic values, 
creating an original and subjective work. The exhibition, organised in 
association with the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey, shows how 
these Turkish artists have adopted Western abstract movements, either 
with Expressionist approaches, figurative abstractions or fantastic 
conceptual interpretations. However, the graphic strength and the power 
of the colour in these works refer us to the rich cultural legacy 
bequeathed by the Ottoman Empire. The show Contemporary 

masterpieces from Turkey in the collection of the Central Bank of the 

Republic of Turkey includes works that span the years from the 1950s to 
the present day by the following artists: Zeki Faik Izer, Nejad Devrim, 
Selim Turan, Mübin Orhon, Adnan Çoker, Ömer Uluç, Erol Akyavaş, 
Devrim Erbil, Burhan Uygur, Osman Dinç, Kemal Önsoy, Mithat Şen, 
Mustafa Ata, Alaettin Aksoy, Serdar Arat, Komet (Gürkan Coşkun) and 
Mehmet Güleryüz.  
 
 

The exhibition Contemporary masterpieces from Turkey in the collection 

of the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey, curated by Kıymet Giray, 
head of the History of Art Department of the University of Ankara, can be 
seen at CaixaForum Madrid from 7 April to 30 May 2010. 

 



Madrid, 7 April 2010.- The governor of the Central Bank of the Republic of 
Turkey, Durmuş Yılmaz; the governor of the Banco de España, Miguel Ángel 
Fernández Ordóñez; and the director general of Fundación ”la Caixa”, Jaime 
Lanaspa, yesterday inaugurated the exhibition Contemporary masterpieces 

from Turkey in the collection of the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey, 
which can be seen at CaixaForum Madrid from today until 30 May. 
 
The aim of the exhibition, organised in association with the Central Bank of the 
Republic of Turkey, is to introduce contemporary artistic creation in Turkey from 
17 essential works that span over half a century. All the works on show belong 
to the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey. Created in 1930, this institution 
has played a crucial role in the economic and cultural modernisation of the 
country.  
 
Thanks to its modern art collection, the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey 
has made a decisive contribution to the development and dissemination of the 
reigning artistic tendencies in the country from the early 20th century to the 
present day. 
 
The proclamation of the Republic of Turkey in 1923 opened the gates to 
modernity. In the atmosphere of openness and novelty created by the political 
reforms of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the Academy of Fine Arts (Sanayi-i Nefise 
Mekteb-i Âlisi) took the initiative to send some of its best students to Paris. In 
touch with the artistic and literary avantgardes, those Turkish artists assimilated 
the modern European movements and added their own subjective 
interpretations. After the Second World War that relationship became even 
closer and the Paris School of the 40s and 50s and American Abstract 
Expressionism left a lasting mark on the sensibility of these Turkish artists.  
 
One of the constants has been a fascination with abstract forms, approached 
from different standpoints, whether from Expressionism, figurative abstractions 
or fantastic interpretations. There is, however, a link between them all: the 
graphic strength and the power of the colour are features of these works which, 
albeit painted in quite different periods and circumstances, refer to a common 
historical legacy.  
 
 



Untitled  1963 

17 Turkish creators essential for understanding the artistic modernity 

 
Zeki Faik Đzer (1905-1988). In 1928 Zeki Faik Đzer 
received a government grant to study art in Paris, 
where he remained until 1932. He returned 
frequently to the French capital and lived there 
from 1970-1984. After 1960, Đzer ceased to do 
naturalist figurative painting and entered his 

abstract lyrical period. He explored relationships of 
color and form based on calligraphic images and 

later began to create works inspired by music. The characteristic exuberance of 
his brushstroke and his study of color, form and line resulted in the rhythmic 
spontaneity and liveliness that distinguish his paintings.  
. 
 
Nejad Devrim  (1923-1995). Nejad Devrim settled in 
Paris in 1946, where he participated in exhibitions during 
the 1950s representing lyrical abstraction defended by the 
School of Paris. In the following years he visited other 
European countries, America and the Far and Near East 
and then, in 1968, moved to Warsaw. In his youth Devrim 
became interested in Byzantine mosaics and Islamic art. 
While in Paris the stained glass windows in the cathedrals 
served as inspiration for his abstract works in which he 

used lively colors and calligraphic lines. The concept of 
abstraction, shaped by a sensitivity to color and a 
concentration of lines, then transformed into transcendent lyrical expressionism. 
His art is the product of a vision of the world and a sensibility based on personal 
experience and knowledge. 
 

Selim Turan (1915-1994). In 1947 Selim Turan received a 
grant from the French government that enabled him to go 
to Paris, where he settled and pursued his artistic career. 
He belongs to the first generation of artists to use 
abstraction in contemporary Turkish painting. Turan is 
known for his abstract expressionist compositions, 
generally conceived in a vertical format. He is considered a 
leading representative of the abstract-tachist trend–
caracterized by a spontaneous brushstroke, dribbles and 
blobs of paint and sometimes calligraphic scribbles–that 
gave such an impetus to Turkish painting in the 1950s. 

Untitled  1963 

Composition  1955   



Untitled  1957 

Reconstruction II   1992 

    Popular Icons: Belly Dancer  
1991 

After the mid-1960s he turned to subjects from traditional folk arts and began to 
combine an abstract style with a figurative style.  
 
Mübin Orhon (1924-1981). Mübin Orhon went to 
Paris in 1948 to do a doctorate degree in Economy. 
There he joined artistic circles and audited drawing 
classes at the Académie de la Grande Chaumier.  
Eventually he settled in Paris. Orhon’s abstract style 
began to crystallize in the 1950s. His paintings are 
based on abstract effects of depth and color in 
relation to the surface. Nothing in his pieces refers to 
any tangible event or object. The intellectual base for 
this artist’s work is rooted in Eastern philosophy, mysticism and the spiritual 
ideas expressed by Rumi, the 13th-century Sufi poet. 
 
 

Adnan Çoker (1927). Adnan Çoker studied in Paris in 
1955 on a government grant and returned there in 
1964 on a grant from the French government. The 
tendency towards the abstract in Çoker’s work is fed 
by two sources: music and architecture. Listening to 
music and contemplating architectural works 
generates feelings in the artist which he translates into 
forms with certain spatial relationships. They are 
“pattern-forms” that appear suspended in an abstract 
spatial dimension over a black background; they are 

independent of gravity and any spatial concept connected to the outside world 
or the surroundings in which we live.  
 
Ömer Uluç (1931-2010). Ömer Uluç studied 
engineering in the United States from 1953-1957 as 
he simultaneously pursued his artistic career. Since 
1983 he has been sharing his time between Paris and 
Istanbul. Uluç’s images call to mind female figures 
shaped by a mass of lines on a single-colored 
background. His paint-rich figures and objects are 
executed in an expressionist manner, although 
according to him, he doesn’t place importance on 
expression nor does he try to invest his painting with 
meaning. 
 



Abstraction  2008 

“Fate: Endless uninterrupted 
chain of thousands of 
intertwined causes”. –Borges  
1991 

Lament for the Last Voices 1992 

 

Erol Akyavaş  (1932-1999). In 1952-1953 Erol 
Akyavaş traveled to Florence and studied in 
France. Between 1954 and 1960 he studied 
architecture with Mies van der Rohe at the Illinois 
Institute of Technology in Chicago.  From 1967 on, 
he shared his time between New York and 

Istanbul. In 1986 Akyavas was awarded the 
Jackson Pollock Prize. The central philosophy of 

Akyavas' work is to disclose the spiritual stillness of the East as it collides with 
the visual din of the West. The artist does not aim to document his environment, 
but rather turns inwards in a spiritual search. His works draw from the Ottoman 
culture, Islamic architecture, and Turkish art, resulting in sublime paintings, 
beautiful calligraphies, and complex iconographies that are testimonies of his 
journey toward the light. 
   
 
Devrim Erbil  (1937). Devrim Erbil took part in the 
1962 Venice Biennial. In 1965 he received a grant 
from the Spanish government to do research in Spain, 
Italy and France. He has been a teacher for many 
years. With great mastery, Erbil brings together the 
image and the concentration of lines and in doing so 
replaces rational composition with a rhythmic and 
disperse system of relationships. Within an abstract 
style based on nature, the artist aims to transform 
local dynamics into subjects for contemporary thought 
and art. In this work, the silhouettes of multitudes of birds form a structural unit 
requiring every single element in it, and producing dynamic effects that bring to 
mind images of waves or clouds.   
   
 

Burhan Uygur (1940 -1992). In 1970 Burhan Uygur 
studied at the International Summer Academy of Fine 
Arts in Salzburg. Uygur’s work falls between figurative 
art and the Abstract Expressionism of the 1960’s 
generation. His paintings combine abstract elements 
with the tragic, sincere and ingenuous facets of his own 
universe of poetry and fantasy. Uygur’s world of 
painting reflects deep-rooted fears, longings and 
reactions, with subjects such as  life, death and 
immortality.  



   Fountain of Time  1993   
(six pieces) 

Rumeli Caravanserai  VII  1989 

  Untitled  1963 

 
Osman Dinç (1948). In 1972 Osman Dinç received a 
government grant to study in Paris, where he 
eventually settled in 1977. He was awarded the 
UNESCO Prize for the Promotion of the Arts in 1993. 
Dinç’s sculptures stress the features of the materials 
he uses and shy away from telling a story. His forms 
are not about everyday objects but incorporate 
autobiographical elements and references to 
Anatolia. They bear the marks of occult myths and beliefs that whisper to us 
from a remote past. Starting in the 1980s, Dinç’s work began to emphasize the 
relationship between iron, glass and human beings with sequences of 
duplicated forms resembling installations.  
 
 

Kemal Önsoy  (1954). Kemal Önsoy lived and 
worked in New York from 1990-1992. He represented 
Turkey in the 1990 Venice Biennial and took part in 
the 1995 Istanbul Biennial. Önsoy is known for his 
large canvases with abstract images based on human 
shapes and nature, and vague silhouettes of figures in 
settings circumscribed by the city walls of old Istanbul. 

These images become fantasy creatures whispering 
from the depths of urban life, evoking numerous 

associations. 
  
 
Mithat Şen (1957). Mithat Şen represented Turkey in 
the 1990 Venice Biennial. His paintings are made up 
of series of compositions that geometrically order parts 
of the human body, creating near realistic yet static 
and impenetrable images, as though they were 
templates. Chromatically, his latest works feature 
intense colors in paired combinations, with red, green, 
blue and purple predominating.  
 
 



Piloting Error  1991 

The Island of the Dead after Böcklin, I     
1990 

In Quest of Verity, 2005 

 

 
 
Mustafa Ata (1945). Mustafa Ata lived in Germany 
in 1980-1981. Ata’s work is characterized by 
abstraction rooted in the figure and executed with 
continuous powerful brushstrokes. He depicts 
tension relationships with counterpoised figures on 
a monochromatic background, in pursuit of a 
dynamic expressionistic effect. In his work he is 
concerned with the question of individual 
existence, reflecting a nihilistic attitude with a 
certain relationship to debates on identity and genre.  
 
 

Alaettin Aksoy  (1942). Alaettin Aksoy studied in 
Paris from 1972-1976 on a government grant. 
Human beings are the primary subject of his 
paintings, though they are beings who do not exist 
in real time or space. The individuals in his works 
move between dreams and reality and are the 
product of a visual fantasy that constantly alludes to 
our lives. The character and shape of these figures, 
the settings they are in, and their gestures and 

behavior, are presented as fantasy-like and humorous images in a vaguely-
defined space. 
 
 
Serdar Arat (1955). From 1983-1984 Serdar Arat 
studied painting at the State University of New York 
in Albany, where he is currently teaching and 
pursuing his art career. Arat goes beyond the 
traditional concept of the canvas, using forms that 
bring objects to mind. His works frequently allude to 
the arches that characterize Ottoman architecture, 

above which we find images from nature–water, 
clouds, the horizon–that spark the viewer’s 
imagination. 
 
 
 
 



Untitled  1991-1992 

  Untitled  1989 

 
 

 
Komet (Gürkan Coşkun)  (1941). Komet  studied 
in Paris in 1971 on a government grant. His 
paintings could be considered figurative but also 
draw on Abstract Expressionism, with mysterious 
individuals in unreal, dreamlike surroundings that 
reflect the drama and spiritual state of humanity 
today. In these works it is difficult to distinguish 
fantasy from reality, dreams from experience. They 

are rich in expressive forms, ranging from film to photography. 
 
 
Mehmet Güleryüz (1938). Mehmet Güleryüz studied in 
Paris from 1972-1975 on a government grant. He lived in 
New York from 1980-1984 and in Brussels in 1985. This 
artist holds a place of distinction within the figurative 
tradition of Turkish painting. His works, critical in nature, 
give visual form to contemporary models of thought and 
behavior in an expressionistic style and with a humorous 
touch. The figures in his paintings reflect a bitter irony 
and at some points are inextricably tied in with animal 
images. 



 

 

Contemporary masterpieces from 
Turkey in the collection of the 
Central Bank of the Republic of 
Turkey 
 
From 7 April to 30 May 
 
CaixaForum Madrid 
Paseo del Prado, 36 
28014 Madrid 
 
Opening times 
Monday to Sunday, 10.00 to 20.00 
 
”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects Information Service 
Monday to Sunday, 9.00 to 20.00 
Tel.: 902 22 30 40 
www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Admission to the exhibition free 
 

 
 
 
 
For more information: 
”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects Communication 
Department 
Juan Antonio García - 91 3307317 / 608213095 / jagarcia@fundacionlacaixa.es 
Josué García - 93 404 61 51 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundaciolacaixa.es 
Jesús N. Arroyo – 629 79 12 96 / jnarroyo@fundaciolacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Multimedia press room 
http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects  
 


