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Writing in 1924 the museologist and historian Halil Edhem (1861–1938) was introducing the 

painting collection that he had gathered for the fine arts museum, which was established in 

Istanbul in 1869, and constructing a historical narrative for Turkish art. Looking for the 

origins of the arts of the Turks, Edhem was looking back at the artistic practices of the first 

Islamic societies and linking them with Ottoman miniature painting. Miniature painting had 

been one of the predominant artistic practices of the Ottomans along with calligraphy. By 

linking the miniature painting with the art of the Turks in his narrative, Edhem was creating 

an uninterrupted cultural link between the Ottomans and the Turkish, and suggesting that the 

Turks have carried on this heritage in the cultural life of Turkey (Fig. 1).
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 1 Edhem Eldem, Elvah-i Naksiye Koleksiyonu [History of 

Turkish Painting, The Elvah-i Naksiye Collection], cover, 1924 (reprinted 1970)  

 

However, just one year before the publication of Edhem’s book in 1923, the newly founded 

Republic of Turkey had initiated a social, cultural, and political break with the Ottoman 

Empire. The ideals of the new nation-state provided a new Turkish identity, assigning 

historians the task of writing new narratives for the history of the Turks. Art histories were 

also reshaped in this period, suggesting that the cultural origins of the Turks were indeed to 

be found in the arts of Turkic societies of Central Asia, not in the Ottoman. The fact that, in 

addition to building his origin story upon the Ottoman heritage, Edhem also discussed the 

Asian influence in his book, reveals the liminal nature of writing history in Turkey in those 

days while foregrounding two prominent narrative approaches. While the one establishes a 
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linear progressive history that links Ottoman art with that of Turkey, the other stretches back 

to pre-Islamic societies of Central Asia so as to compose a secular art historical narrative.
3
 

Both approaches show the implications of the ways in which Turks have imagined their own 

identity as against that of Europeans
4
—as well as offering an understanding of how the 

European art history model has influenced Turkish art-history writing. This model has 

provided narratives with a new definition of art, which is what Carolyn Dean describes as the 

“Western idea of art," and has been one of the prominent tools for restructuring history and 

recategorizing art (Fig. 2).  

 2 Nurullah Berk, Istanbul Resim ve Heykel 

Muzesi [Istanbul Painting and Sculpture Museum], 1972 

 

Over the years, in line with the “Western idea of art,” miniature painting has disappeared 

from the narratives of “Turkish art history,” which came to be associated exclusively with 

Western art. Instead, landscape murals in palaces and wealthy houses became the starting 

point of these narratives,
5
 even though they were produced in the Ottoman period. More 

importantly, miniature painting has been excluded, as it has increasingly been identified with 

the Ottomans and crafts. The size and function of miniatures, as well as their different 

understanding of perspective, have been the reasons for leading art histories of “Turkish” art 

to categorize them according to Western art historical standards and play them down. This 

adaptation strategy is also very much comparable to recent trends in the field of history, 

which, as the historian Edhem Eldem argues, appropriate the Ottoman cultural heritage for 

Turkish historical narratives. Silencing undesirable pasts, identities, and stories, these trends 

foreground the Turkification of Ottoman history.
6
 Favoring the Western-style Ottoman 
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painting over miniatures in “Turkish art histories” leads narratives to selectively Turkify the 

Ottoman cultural past (Fig. 3). Although a few art histories in the second half of the twentieth 

century put the emphasis on Ottoman miniatures as the source of Turkish painting and move 

away from the Central Asian origin story, many of the narratives mark the Western-style oil 

paintings as milestones of Turkish art.
7
  

 3 Kiymet Giray, Turk Resim Sanatinin 

Bir Asirlik Oykusu: The Centennial Tale of Turkish Painting II (Istanbul: Rezan Has 

Museum, 2009), cover 

 

With the transformation of the “idea of art” eventually came the alteration of terminology. 

Although in 1928 the Arabic script and Ottoman alphabet were officially rejected and the 

new Turkish alphabet in Latin script was introduced, many terms associated with the arts 

have been preserved and adapted to the new language. The word nakış,
8
 which was 

extensively used by Edhem in his book and used to refer to miniatures and calligraphic work, 

has had its meaning extended to include Western-style painting.
9
 Although the official 

process of purifying Turkish from the influence of languages such as Arabic or Iranian was 

still in progress in the 1930s, the word resim,
10

 replaced nakış in art historical terminology, 

and has since been associated with Western-style painting. On the other hand, the influence 

of French on terminology became prominent in the pre-World War II period, and of English 
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from the 1970s onward, resulting in the adaptation of terms such as peinture into the 

vocabulary, and also consolidating the “Western idea of art" in the language. 
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