Traditional Tiles and Ceramics of Turkey Today

In this presentation, I would like to evaluate the status in Turkey today of tiles and ceramics, an art that occupies an important place in the history of Turkish art. I would like to make my assessment in terms of aesthetic and technical values and share with you slides of examples of the art that have reached domestic and international markets. Before starting my review of traditional examples in Turkey, I think it would be useful to briefly dwell upon the history of Turkish tiles and ceramics.

The Anatolian Seljuks decorated their religious and civil structures with a rich range of patterns, colors and techniques. We find magnificent examples of these in many cities in Anatolia and particularly in Konya. The religious structures of the Anatolian Seljuk period predominantly used glazed bricks, monochrome colored plain tiles and rarely relief tiles. The most striking decorative technique implemented during the period was mosaic technique. The most intense examples of tile decoration in civil architecture were found at the excavations of the Kubad Abad Palace along the shores of Lake Beyşehir. These are mostly tiles using underglaze and luster techniques and also include some made with minai technique. The themes richly depict scenes from nature and daily life.

The ceramics of the 13th century carry the traces of the ceramic tradition of Islam and Anatolia. When compared with tiles, they are fewer in number. Excavations have uncovered ceramics using barbotine, relief, sgraffito, slip and luster techniques. We know that in the Emirates Period in the 14th century, ceramic Miletus ware made from red clay in the underglaze technique was produced in many regions in Anatolia, particularly İznik. Miletus ware comprised pieces of folk art that were produced to meet daily needs. They did not conform to particular patterns but were made in a variety of vegetative, geometrical and figurative designs.

In the 14th and 15th centuries, a new tile technique began to be used—the cuerda-seca technique that was used with red clay. There are other types of tiles that appear simultaneously and at the same locations. These are tiles of hard and dirty-white clay, the blue and white tiles that first make their appearance in structures built in Bursa and Edirne.

Ceramics went through a great technical and aesthetic change in the middle of the 15th century. The ceramics of red clay disappeared and instead of them appeared some hard white clay that looks like porcelain, which is polished and adorned with transparent glaze, a type of ceramic that continues to prevail until the second half of the 17th century. The designs in the underglaze reveal a meticulous workmanship and the dominating colors are tones of cobalt blue and turquoise. The designs were created in the imperial painting studio, the nakkaşhane, and implemented at İznik. The blue and white ceramics can be grouped according to their different styles based on motifs, painting techniques and composition. These can be classified as Baba Nakkaş Style, Golden Horn Style and Potter’s Style ceramics.

Following the blue and whites is a new group that is considered to be a transition into polychrome technique. This is the group of Damascus ware that is dated to the middle of the 16th century. Compositions in this group exhibit naturalist motifs such as pomegranates, artichokes and tulips. They are the products of a free and spirited artistic concept.

In the second half of the 16th century, numerous mosques, tombs, bath-houses, kiosks, palaces, libraries and fountains in the lands ruled by the Ottomans, particularly Istanbul, were adorned with İznik tiles. The most popular technique of this period is the polychrome underglaze technique. The naturalistic  motifs of the Palace Head Artist Karamemi and the famous relief coral red amid a rich palette of colors are characteristic of this technique. The variety of motifs and the diversity of composition reflect designs that are not limited to naturalistic flowers. Many ceramic designs come alive with hatayi and rumi motifs, galleon, rock-wave motifs, with animal and human figures and with Thulus and Naskh script. Tile and ceramic production begins to recede in İznik in the second half of the 17th century due to economic reasons and as a result of the westernization process. With the complete closing of the İznik ateliers in the 18th century, Kütahya becomes an alternative ceramics center. At the same time, the State tries to revive the İznik workshops and as a part of these efforts, a production center is established at Tekfur Palace in the district of Eyüp. Production at this atelier, however, stops after a short period of 15 years.

It is known that from the 14th century onwards, there is simultaneous production at Kütahya and İznik. Although not the same quality as the İznik ceramics, Miletus ware and blue-white tiles and ceramics were also produced at Kütahya. Kütahya’s coming into its own as a ceramic center, however, came about in the 18th century, at which time ceramics began to be produced of hard white clay decorated with free brush strokes and original designs. Although production quality deteriorated at the beginning of the 19th century, in the second half, the development of Kütahya tiles gained momentum through the efforts of the tile master Hafız Mehmet Emin Efendi. Furthermore, the workshops established by individuals such as Hacı Minasyan Usta, Mehmet Çini (the Azim Tile Factory) and Hakkı Çinicioğlu played an important role in the survival of the art of ceramics and tiles up to the present day. In the second half of the 19th and in the beginning of the 20th centuries, we come across different ceramic and tile groups that have defined the characteristic features of Kütahya in terms of design. These groups are very diverse and include ceramics based on İznik designs, those that are related to 18th-century Kütahya designs, so-called Original Kütahya type ceramics  that contain geometric loops and bent branch designs, ceramics with commercial or political inscriptions (such as Yadigar-ı Kütahya (Relic of Kütahya) / Justice, Freedom) and regional examples that have been influenced by the art of weaving.

Besides the main production centers of İznik and Kütahya in Anatolia, Çanakkale was also active in ceramics from the end of the 17th century up until the beginning of the 20th century. Çanakkale’s production of useful items and souvenirs has particularly drawn interest. Made of red clay and in coarse and heavy shapes, Çanakkale ceramic forms are exaggerated and exuberant. There are scarce examples of similar products in other parts of Anatolia, namely in Tokat, Kınık, Kırklareli and İznik.

********************************************************************

Efforts to keep alive the traditional art of Turkish tiles and ceramics have been uninterrupted over the centuries and today, this task has been taken on by large tile manufacturers, foundations, factories and private workshops in Kütahya, İznik and Istanbul. Universities, particularly in Istanbul and in such provinces as Bursa, Kütahya, İzmir and Sakaryaı, strive to implement tiles and ceramics programs in their Traditional Turkish Arts departments, offering theoretical and practical training aimed to educate young people to be conscious, creative and skilled artists and masters in these arts.

While a portion of the tiles and ceramics produced in Kütahya and İznik, Turkey are put on the market at shops and companies, a majority are exported. Besides popular and best-selling products, custom-made items also attract the attention of both domestic and foreign markets. Istanbul is an important metropolis for marketing and exhibiting ceramics. The Covered Bazaar, where tourists like to shop, Anatolian resort areas outside of Istanbul and historical sites are important centers where these products are sold. These ceramics have been used in many countries today, if not as much for civil structures, mosques and mesjids, in the implementation of both interior and exterior architectural projects.

The survival of the tradition of ceramics and tiles in Turkey is without doubt very important in terms of protecting cultural assets and carrying the art to a contemporary platform. It would be useful, however, to consider whether current production can deliver the aesthetic and technical quality expected of the art. Today in Turkey—in Kütahya, İznik and in Istanbul—there are two types of clay quality that we come across in tiles and ceramics. One of these is the traditional ceramic clay of Kütahya which is of lesser quality and the other is the İznik quality clay made up of quartz, glass frit and a small amount of white clay. The 80% quartz content of İznik clay serves to strengthen tile tablets and forms. In addition, once baked, the combination of clay, slip and glaze creates an excellent appearance that is hard, white and sparkling.

The attempt at perfecting clay containing quartz in addition to the use of traditional clay in Kütahya began in the 1990’s. The first efforts in the province were made by the Altın Çini Company.  Besides Altın Çini's successful products, today, İsmail Yiğit (Marmara Çini) and Mehmet Gürsoy (İznik Çini) continue to produce the hard white clay products similar to İznik types.

After the complete closing of the İznik ateliers at the end of the 17th century, their revival did not take place until the second half of the 20th century. The ceramic master Faik Kırımlı, an artist who revered İznik ceramics, carried out some research and experiments in the 1970’s in order to attain the İznik quality of clay. He was finally able to produce the hard white clay with the white slip and transparent glaze. In that period, these items, under the insignia of “Amel-i Faik” (Faik’s work of art), won the much deserved acclaim of collectors. Faik Kırımlı did not hesitate to share the secrets he discovered about the art of İznik tiles with interested artisans and he did so with great enthusiasm. Faik Kırımlı’s efforts played a significant role in reviving in the second half of the 20th century the workshops that had completely closed 300 years ago. Eşref Eroğlu, Rasih Kocaman and Güvenç Güven are some of the masters who were mentored by Faik Kırımlı. Another important step that was taken in İznik was the establishing of the İznik Foundation, an organization that began to operate in 1993 with the aim of developing İznik tiles and ceramics. R&D work carried out in collaboration with universities and scientific organizations, the efforts of the ceramic master and art historian from Kütahya, Faruk Şahin, and the equally dedicated recent efforts of the ceramic artist Fehmi Demirel all have contributed to the production of ceramics of the İznik quality.

Besides the production of the İznik Foundation in İznik and of some other quality ateliers, we also see that the İznik workshops produce traditional forms that have been procured from Kütahya. In recent years, students of the esteemed ceramicist Turgut Tuna at Uludağ University’s İznik Professional College, which was established in 1995, have opened their own ateliers upon graduation and have contributed greatly to the revival of ceramic production in İznik. Another ceramic master who must be mentioned in connection with İznik is Adil Can. Adil Can's workshop includes examples of Miletus ware, sgraffito, slip technique and black paint on a turquoise underglaze, displaying products from all periods of Kütahya as well as the ceramics of 16th-century İznik that are of dense and hard white clay with quartz content. Another important enterprise that deals with the production of clay with quartz content is the Mavi Çini (Blue Tile) Company. 

********************************************************************

Let us now examine today’s tiles and ceramics from the point of view of decorative technique, motif and style:

(D.1) The first examples I want to point out are copies of the ceramics of red clay dating back to the 13th-century Anatolian Seljuks and the Early Ottoman period of the 14th-15th centuries. These were ceramics that were produced using different techniques exemplified by sgraffito, slip, molding or relief, Miletus ware, luster or minai technique. Examples of many of these techniques can be seen in Adil Can’s İznik atelier. Ceramicists in Kütahya such as Sıtkı Olçar and Alo Paşalı in particular have successfully produced products decorated with black on a turquoise underglaze. The slip decoration technique is also widespread in Kütahya ceramics. Designs include stylized vegetative motifs, simple geometrical patterns, animal and human figures and script forms. Anatolian Seljuk and Early Ottoman examples are generally exactly copied and only rarely are new designs based on technical features attempted.

(D.2-3) The first successful exact copies of blue-white ceramics, Damascus Ware and polychrome red underglaze technique used in Kütahya in the 16th and 17th centuries and made of similar İznik clay were produced by İsmail Yiğit.

(D. 4) In addition to the exact copies that are produced in Kütahya, it can be seen that adaptations of design inspired by İznik and Kütahya pottery have also been attempted. Changes have been made not only in patterns but in color combinations. In some examples, motifs have been reduced in size, some details have been eliminated and borders have been added on to the main pattern. In addition, cross-sections taken from İznik plate designs have been applied to tiles.

(D.5) Exact applications of 18th-century Kütahya ceramics can be seen in many workshops. There have also been new designs as well. The woman’s figure in the middle of the bowl produced by Sıtkı Usta is actually a design covering an entire 18th-century plate. The bird figures around the bowl, too, have been taken from another plate and used in repetition. 

(D.6) Different professional groups in Kütahya represented on Adil Can's plates are examples of new designs based on the designs of 18th-century Kütahya. About 40 different occupations, including wrestlers, shepherds, drummers, quilters and yogurt-carriers, have been depicted on these plates.

(D.7) Sıtkı Olçar also produces ceramics reflecting the decorative Kütahya tradition of the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. The patterns in this group have been inspired from 16th-century İznik ceramics and tiles. They reflect a different palette of yellows, reds, turquoise, greens, manganese purple and black, all used together. Sıtkı Usta has also created his own style in ceramics with the different forms he uses, such as horse heads, bird figures, cats and dolphins.

(D.Ç) 

(D.8-9-10-11) The most popular group of today is the group of Blue and White and  Polychrome underglaze technique that have developed from the principles used in the 16th-17th century İznik tiles and ceramics. Countless examples of these can be found in İznik, Kütahya and Istanbul. Mehmet Koçer must be mentioned here as a distinguished ceramicist who has worked at Altın Çini for years and has contributed to the development of Turkish tile and ceramic design through his mentoring efforts.

(D.12-13) There are also new designs in tiles based on the principles used in İznik patterns. Many examples are being produced that reflect the Blue and white / the Baba Nakkaş Style, Damascus ware and the Polychrome underglaze technique with red color.

(D14) In terms of technique, style and motif, besides the existence of original designs that are based on the principles of İznik tile and ceramic patterns, there are also interesting applications which reflect a contemporary concept of art without departing totally from traditional examples. In this group, for example, Sıtkı Usta from Kütahya has been inspired by the cultural richness of our country and has created different concepts of designs by using the fabric of Byzantium mosaic in the background of his İznik patterns. In other examples, a different branch of art, marbling, we see has been used in the underglaze together with tile designs.

(D.15-16) In the same way, applying designs used in miniatures to tiles has also become a widespread practice. Sometimes it is broken pieces of pottery that are uncovered in an excavation that inspire the artist. There is also a new form of a sultan figure that is now appearing using the classical polychrome underglaze technique.

(D.17) Other products that are popular today are decorative and/or functional items such as boxes, pencil holders, jewelry, mirrors, panels and newspaper stands which make use of a combination of tiles and different materials which include silver, wood, brass and marble.

(D.18) Today, it is not only the technical quality and design of tiles that must be considered but also inevitably how these products can be made use of in contemporary life. Furthermore, depending upon the architectural structure to be implemented, the layout of tiles must be a collaborative effort of the designer, the implementer and the architect. In this context, university art students are encouraged to create tile designs for a real or imagined project and are also given the awareness that just drawing patterns and achieving quality in production is not enough to perpetuate the art.

(D.19-20-21) Today, many ceramic applications are produced at the main ateliers in Kütahya and İznik to be used in a variety of everyday spaces both domestic and international, such as mosques, mesjids, fountains, monuments, hotels, private mansions, banks, subway stations and airports..

********************************************************************

To summarize, there are many ateliers and master ceramicists today in Kütahya who produce works of a traditional style and who are able to successfully re-create the characteristic products of the period beginning in the 18th century up until the beginning of the 20th century. In addition, the efforts in Kütahya, İznik and Istanbul in the second half of the 20th century to achieve production in the İznik quality are to be considered an important step forward.

Almost all of the examples found in the history of Turkish tiles and ceramics except those using mosaic and colored glaze techniques (cuerda seca) are produced today. The groups attracting the most interest are the blue and white and polychrome red underglaze techniques of the 16th century. Besides exact replications, there are also original designs today that have been created on the basis of the principles of patterns used in the traditional ceramics of İznik and Kütahya. Moreover, functional forms using a combination of materials and applications of different branches of art such as marbling and miniature technique are also contemporary concepts that attract interest and meet a certain demand. The creation of original works is very closely related to assimilating and correctly interpreting the traditional art. Researchers, universities and other educational institutions have important responsibilities in developing the art of Turkish tiles and ceramics. As much as it is crucial to encourage new designers, it is also essential to create awareness in the general public and in the ranks of tiles and ceramics manufacturers about the important role that designers play in this process.

The examples I have shown you of tiles and ceramics in the slides are selected pieces. You will find that there are countless ceramics produced all around Turkey that have been created with no regard for design or quality. This is no doubt the result of economic factors and educational deficiencies. As it is all around the world, the import of cheap products hinders the fair rewarding of creative efforts and the existence of manufactured goods reduces the demand for handmade items. In conclusion, it must be said that the efforts in Turkey today to develop the art of tiles and ceramics, so much a reflection of our culture, are not to be underestimated. We hope that the handicrafts that represent our national identity attract the world-wide attention they deserve and that they can be transferred to future generations in the best possible way through contemporary and collaborative efforts.
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