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Beauty and the East
Muhammad Yusuf writes about a Turkish artist 
who displayed a work she said reflected 

her thoughts

“As an Istanbul based 
artist, I struggle 
with oppression 
and suppression as 

part of my daily life”, said Eda 
Soylu, a bright and beautiful star 
in the sky of contemporary Turkish 
art. “All the way back from the 
Ottoman Era till now, there has 
been an embedded juxtaposition 
of physicality and fragility within 
my culture. They go against each 
other, they go hand in hand with 
each other; they are in a constant 
clash. Their relationship reflects 
on the living as oppression and 
suppression”.

Do beauty, oppression and 
suppression make a weird trinity? 
Not so, if you listen to her and had 
seen her work titled ‘Wallpaper’, 
an installation-photography work 
from the series ‘And the House 

Frowned’. It was exhibited during 
Contemporary Istanbul, Turkey’s 
premier cutting-edge art event 
(CI, Istanbul, Nov. 12 – 15, 2015).    

Soylu was also a volunteer in 
the guest relations department of 
CI. Therefore, one had the added 
privilege of talking to her about 
her life and art, whenever time 
and circumstance permitted.  

“This dichotomy of physicality/
fragility”, she said, “has affected 
me”. Two trips to Auschwitz 
(Krakow) and Matera (a city in 
southern Italy) found her being 
mesmerised “about how nature 
stubbornly blossoms to cover 
human disorder”.

“Auschwitz  in  spring is 
beautiful, heaven-like”, she said. 
“It is packed with flowers and 
blossoming trees of any kind and 
colour. I found Auschwitz too 

beautiful. It sickened me”. This 
was because Auschwitz was also 
the site of one of Hitler’s most 
notorious concentration camps. 
Now do you find the connection 
between beauty and its discontents?

Her experience was repeated in 
Matera, where Jews of northern Italy 
were deported under Mussolini’s 
fascism. Malaria killed many of 
them there. So many, the city had 
to be quarantined. 

It was also abandoned, since 
the Italian government saw it as 
equal to a concentration camp. In 
Matera, Soylu found that concrete 
roofs served both as graves and 
roofs, since a roof had a grave 
on top (in the quarantined area). 

Death was alive on the rooftops! 
Roofs housed not only the living 
but also the dead. Reflecting on 
her own life as an artist, Soylu 
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made common cause with the 
dead. Beauty and shelter, two noble 
concepts, were here upended by 
disease and death. Beauty had 
been sickened. But it had also been 
immortalised.

She has tried to do this in 
‘Wallpaper’, where she embeds 
flowers in concrete. The mix 
of concrete and flora evokes 
emotions of killing, housing and 
preservation. The death of the 
flowers is observable. They grow 
weak as time passes. Yet this way of 
killing also preserves their colour. 

On one hand, the lives of the 
flowers are taken away. On the other 
hand, they have become deathless 
as a result of their being housed 
permanently. The concrete allows 
flowers to remain frozen in time. 

The actions of coming together 
and coming apart (centripetal and 
centrifugal forces) are pivotal. 
But it is a process over which 
the artist doesn’t have control, 
once the flowers are embedded 
and the concrete has hardened. 

“‘Wallpaper’ is meant to cover 
interior and exterior spaces to a 
point where it becomes part of 
our environment that we become 
numb to”, Soylu said. This is the 
phase where a dialogue is formed 
between concrete, flowers and 
viewers. There occurs a direct 
interaction between nature and 
humans, resulting in catharsis. 

In order to document the 
process, she used photography. 
It turned out to be a blessing in 
disguise, since it allowed her 
to exhibit her installation via 
photographs during CI. 

The f irst  of  her  outdoor 
installations took place in the Balat 
neighbourhood of Istanbul. “I went 

there in the morning assuming 
it would take hours unpack and 
mount the flowers one by one”, 
she said. “But half an hour into the 
progress, tourists, street kids, local 
tradesmen and artisans started 
gathering around me, asking if 
they could help.

“What  started out  as  an 
individual effort turned into 
a tremendous group project, 
bringing all kinds of different 
people under one broken, decayed 
and mostly missing roof. The 
solo act of making the neglected 
beautiful again, suddenly grew 
in dimensions as more people 
joined”. She had already prodded 
interaction! 

At the time of CI, she was 
uncertain how long the installation 
would survive. The flowers could 
fall off or the building could be 
demolished, since Balat was being 
rapidly gentrified. 

“The flowers are left in place to 
blend in with the decay”, she said. 
“Left there to get demolished or 
become merged into the process 
of reconstruction. I’d like to think 
by the time the installation was 
completed, Balat’s frown was 
slowly disappearing and that part 
of the city has now become host 
to an embedded juxtaposition”. 
Through ‘Wallpaper’, Soylu thus 
brought together the themes of 
beauty and its oppression and 
suppression.

She graduated from Rhode 
Island School of Design, BFA with 
Honors in Painting in 2013. She 
works in a variety of mediums, 
with a focus on sculpture and 
installation. Her work has been 
shown in Italy, Germany and the 
United States.

Eda Soylu


