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ARTIST PROFILEFIBER HAPPENING

DURING A RECENT 
TRIP TO TURKEY I MET 
FIBER ARTISTS AND 
VIEWED EXHIBITIONS 
IN ISTANBUL AND IZMIR. 
Everyone expects to see Turkish 
rugs, but it was exciting to see 
an exhibition of contemporary 
knitting art in Istanbul. Face 
Reverse 4, was at Ayse Taki Gallery, 
November 2–22, 2015. This annual 
exhibition by an informal group of 
textile artists now in its fourth year 
included works by two American 
artists and 18 Turkish artists.

The knitting artworks were mostly 
small wall-mounted rectangular 

pieces. Several 3-dimensional 
and suspended works enlivened 
the show, such as Burden by Biret 
Tavman, curator of the exhibition 
and fiber art professor at Mamara 
University, Istanbul. Her work, 
made with knotted knitted fabric, 
hung freely in space instead of 
being confined inside a frame. It 
was also refreshing to see works 
using mixed media with knitting. 
Texture 1 by Tuna Karayaka 
contained glass rods and test tubes. 
Karayaka says, “The materials I 
use such as test tubes, glass sticks, 
glass pipes, and similar light-
transmitting transparent elements 
in addition to my threads, 
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enable me to easily reshape all 
threads in the form and size I 
prefer.” Another artist Denisz 
Dere Kalfaoglu in Dant’el, used 
plaster casting with knitted wire. 
Mine Besen’s untitled work used 
traditional Turkish needle felting 
with knitting.

All works were created in 2015, 
and many reflected the current 
political and social upheavals in 
Turkey. Several works used highly 
contrasting red and black colors. 
The blood red and stark black 
gave one an uneasy sense of the 
conflicts involved in the massive 
influx of Syrian refugees and 
recent terrorist activities in Turkey. 
Escape by Nazan Oskay depicted 
colorful knitted hands struggling 
to escape over a hand-constructed 
barbed wire fence fragment. 
The artist said her work was a 
memorial to refugees and victims 
of the Syrian civil war. Denisz 
Dere Kalfaoglu’s work Dant’el also 
featured hands with knitted red 
and black wire confining them. 
Nurgul Yitmen’s visceral blood 

red knitted work rested on a black 
pedestal. The most impressive 
work in the show was a large 
untitled installation by Nigar 
Demirtay of multiple red knitted 
triangular forms with shiny black 
edging. Red and black yarn spilled 
off a standing white cube and 
cascaded down in an unrestrained 
abundance of red and black thread.

In the Aegean coastal city of 
Izmir I toured EgeArt Days, an 
international art festival organized 
by Ege University. Although most 
of the work was painting and 
sculpture, I saw some interesting 
contemporary fiber art, such as the 
detailed felted works by Murat 
Irtem “Dar Alan” Sergisi. His 
large figurative works on stretcher 
frames looked like paintings at 
first glance, but closer inspection 
revealed the intricate felted wool 
used to construct the images. 
In the city gallery of Izmir, a 
suspended woven sculpture by 
Suhandan Ozay Demurkan, with 
its rich gold color and cascading 
forms, dominated the space. 

HERE: Belkis Balpinar, 
Embryos; 2013; 
kilim weaving; 
120 x 190 cm.  
BELOW: Murat Irtem, 
felted painting; 
wool; approx. 
200 x 150 cm.  
at EgeArt
RIGHT: EgeArt  
Days exhibitions  
with fiber art, Izmir. 
Student exhibition  
of mythological 
dresses, fiber arts,  
life size dresses, 
variable dimensions 
and materials 
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wool fibres
silk fibres
plant fibres
beautiful threads

hand dyed
downunder
with love

e-mag too!
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Another EgeArt gallery featured 
a group exhibition of dress-form 
sculptures by students in a fiber 
arts class at an Izmir technical 
college. A well-known Istanbul 
fiber artist, Azade Koker, also 
exhibited at EgeArt showing a 
suspended white dress sculpture of 
stiffened fabric with red leaf-like 
forms nestled inside.

 From this brief and limited 
exposure to fiber arts in Turkey, it 
seems that contemporary fiber art is 
taught at universities and exhibited 
in both Istanbul and Izmir. However, 
the fiber artists and teachers I met 
in Turkey expressed the familiar 
opinion that fiber arts are not well 
accepted as contemporary art, and 
admitted that textile arts lack equal 
status with painting, printmaking, 
and sculpture. Biret Tavman, who 
studied textiles and knitting art in 
the United Kingdom, told me about 
her efforts to show contemporary 
knitting art in Turkey:

“After I came back to Turkey I 
started knitting design education 
in Turkey at our university and 

began to use knitting in my own 
works. Before 1995 I saw only 
one knitting work in one textile 
exhibition in Turkey, and that 
was by an American artist living 
in Turkey. I tried to introduce 
knitting art by inviting Turkish 
textile artists to our group and 
starting the contemporary knitting 
art exhibitions in 2011. However, 
fiber art is still not well accepted 
as art, and it is difficult to find art 
galleries to exhibit it.”

Fiber artists in Turkey continue to 
make their art and exhibit it when 
and where they can, making it 
relevant to contemporary art and 
social issues.

Jane Ingram Allen is an American 
artist, writer and curator who 
traveled to Turkey from November 
18 to December 16, 2015. Jane is a 
papermaking artist who uses local 
plant fibers. In Turkey she toured in 
Istanbul for one week and did a 20-day 
Fulbright Specialist grant project at 
Ege University’s Museum of Paper and 
Book Arts and participated in the 2015 
EgeArt Days in Izmir. Her blog is at 
janeingramallen.wordpress.com

HERE: 
Nigar Demirtay, 

Untitled; 2015; 
polyester, wool; 

knitting; 70 x 130 cm. 

Photos by 
Timothy S. Allen 

(http://allentimphotos2.
wordpress.com)
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