


Selma Gurbuz
Mind’s Eye
24October –  7 December 2011

In association with



“This exhibition mostly consists of works I had 
made in my studio in Istanbul in 2011. I always put 
a full stop after each exhibition and begin with a 
new clean sheet. Actually, the things that should 
have been said were told in the first few sentences, 
but the real sentence is still incomplete. What 
brings me to the process of this second exhibition 
is the need to complete this sentence. Before that, 
I held an exhibition called Shadows of My Self at 
Leighton House Museum in London.  Now, with this 
exhibition, I will continue to form the incomplete 
sentence. I think that the Western tradition and 
the tradition of the Eastern pole are actually two 
separate fluid materials intertwined. I try to imagine 
the West from the East as how  the West would 
imagine the East.
When setting up my own dream, I generate a view 
from East to West by knowing both the Western art 
and culture and using the richness of this region 
such as being in between East and West. When I 
interpret Western myths through the eyes of the 
Eastern, the Eastern myths that I have created 
show up, too.They also have a nature that occurs 
with these myths. There is not an indication on a 
definite location. Geographies are undefined in my 
pictures.”
Selma Gürbüz.



Selma Gürbüz is nothing if not eclectic. She knows her 
sources and is not afraid to mix idioms. Just as the mind 
links remembered images and events, she intuitively 
weaves together disparate elements in her paintings. 
Gürbüz’s stated aim is to look at Western art through 
Eastern Eyes. In her rich and evocative paintings she 
draws on a broad range of influences and merges them 
with her whimsical imagination to produce lyrical and 
very personal works. Each of her paintings is touched 
by romanticism and her own esoteric mythology. 
Gürbüz’s works carry echoes of high Ottoman and 
traditional Turkish folk art, with combinations of motifs 
that are uniquely Turkish and rooted in the culture of 
the country. At the same time she introduces elements 
from the pantheon of Western art, from the Renaissance 
through the 20th century. Elements of Cranach, 
Leonardo, Velazquez and Goya, and the formal qualities 
of Ingres, Manet and Mattise and others are reflected in 
her paintings.

Gürbüz admits that although dreams are a major 
component of the subject matter of her works, she 
treats each as a problem for which she must provide 
a visual solution. She works on each painting 
spontaneously at first, but gradually changes features 
as a narrative crystallizes. Gürbüz insists that each work 
must have a narrative: in order to satisfy its creator, 
there needs to be a story.  She keeps narrative shrouded 
in mystery, a puzzle for the viewer to solve. Each story 
is composed of pictograms, often humorous or absurd, 
but always symbolic and emotive. Tears, for example, 
represent rain. 

In her earlier works, Selma Gürbüz made bold and 
simple calligraphic brushstrokes on handmade paper. 
She focused mainly on animals, especially cats, seen 
from above from a bird’s eye view. At that stage her 
works were monochrome and her figures stood on 
neutral backgrounds. The results were spontaneous and 
playful, even impish. Gradually human figures became 

more prominent and, more recently, the details in her 
work have multiplied. Her figures now stand amidst 
densely patterned compositions, often of several 
colours. Oil on canvas became her preferred medium 
for larger paintings. The mood of these recent works is 
calmer, more reflective and more poetic. In her recent 
work animal and human figures often populate the same 
space. Gürbüz’s worldview is pantheistic. For her, this is 
an animal world, and relationship between the humans 
and animals is charged with emotions and eroticism.   

Selma Gürbüz’s ability to seamlessly draw together 
features from high and folk art from a wide range of 
sources, both geographical and temporal, is one factor 
that makes her work so mesmerizing. Another is the 
way that individual elements can combine different 
aspects concurrently. Her distinctly drawn figures 
against the picture plane recall those of the refined 
Turkish and Persian court miniatures of the 15th and 
16th centuries, but there is also something more savage 
and mischievous about them, redolent of the mysterious 
and elemental divs attributed to the enigmatic 
Muhammad Siyar Qalam of the Topkapi albums, or even 
the prehistoric cave paintings of Lascaux. The all-over 
patterning of Iznik tiles and silk embroideries feeds into 
her paintings, yet her interpretation of their vegetal 
arabesques and cintimani is more spontaneous. 

Looking East, Gürbüz goes beyond Turkey: Persian, 
Japanese and Indian art all feed into her work. From 
Japanese woodcuts we see a strong two-dimensional 
emphasis and a characteristic tilt of the head; from 
Persian and Ottoman miniature painting we see strong 
outlines and stylized figures and her characteristic 
placement of figures on the picture plane. Meanwhile, 
her distinctive style, with its silhouetted figures and 
strong outline is much influenced not just by Turkish 
Karagoz shadow theatre, but also bears a strong 
resemblance to American and European silhouette 
profile portraits of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 
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There is something unmistakably “stagey” about her 
working process. Her paintings often have definite 
backgrounds and the figures are placed like actors. 
Gürbüz has sometime dabbled with puppetry: for a 
show at the Pompidou Centre in Paris she made her 
own puppets and also used her body in a teepee, which 
served as a theatre. In Yokohama Art Centre in Tokyo she 
performed with puppets behind a screen.

Some of her motifs have clear sources of inspiration, 
especially when from Western painting. Her slender 
figures, with their curious contortions and incidental 
details owe much to those of Lucas Cranach the Elder. 
Gürbüz painted a number of works in homage to 
his Adam and Eve series.  The magnificent attire so 
often seen on her figures recalls the quiet dignity of 
Velazquez’s subjects, whilst the seductive faint smile 
that so often appears on her faces evoked that of the 
Mona Lisa. The traces of the voluptuous nude of Ingres’ 
La Grande Odalisque are unmistakable in Gürbüz’s 
Three Roosters.

The closer one looks at Gürbüz’s paintings the more 
sources one sees. Do her earlier works remind one of 
the 18th century Turkish calligraphic compositions in 
the shape of animals, or is it the inscribed, Ottoman 
19th century gilded skeletons of tobacco or ivy leaves? 
In her figures, is it traces of 15th and 16th century 
Persian and Ottoman miniatures that one sees, or could 
it be the Minai’ ware of the 13th century Turkic rulers 
of Iran? Gürbüz lists Japanese woodcuts as source of 
inspiration, but in fact art from the Middle East has 
looked East for almost a thousand years. In a very real 
sense, it has been consciously orientalist. The Moon-
faced court ladies of Persian wares of the 13th century, 
the blue and white of Iznik tiles and dishes, and the 
long-sleeved maidens of Turkish and Persian miniatures 
are just a few examples of a fascination with the Far 
East which has long permeated Islamic art. No doubt 
the Central Asian origin of the region’s Turkic overlords 
played a major role in bringing about these orientalizing 
tendencies. So too were the Ottomans instrumental in 
bringing occidentalizing tendencies to Middle Eastern 

art, a trend which continues to this day. The second 
half of their reign coincided with the spread of the 
Renaissance, and increasing numbers of Western artists 
were attracted to their capital.

It should be no surprise that it is the art produced in 
the West from this point onwards that fascinates Selma 
Gürbüz. She is well aware of this history of cultural 
borrowing, which explains much of her process of 
picture making. Much of this is done unconsciously, 
and it is only in conversation that she retrospectively 
links the parts.  Still a lot is left open to interpretation. 
It seems that Gürbüz leaves the line that separates 
intention from intuition deliberately obscured, so that 
her paintings bear a strangely familiarity through an 
unfamiliar melding of disparate parts, a kind of fairytale 
mythology based on our collective cultural memories. 
Thus her works seem timeless, yet ephemeral; imagined 
yet real. Selma Gürbüz comes close to touching the 
paradox that is at the heart of dreams, but to describe 
her as a surrealist would be missing half the point.

William Lawrie,
Dubai, October 2011





Woman With Roosters
2011
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Woman With White Cat
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Still Life with Rose
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Poet
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Adem ve Havva - Adam and Eve
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Still Life with Hydrangea
2011
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Flowered Woman
2011
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