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In 1968, Karl Menges published an overview of Tur-

cology entitled The Turkic Languages and Peoples. After 

surveying development of the field in Russia, Ger-

many, and elsewhere, he devoted the following lines 

to Turkey:

Turkish scholarship suffered from the quasi-totalitarian 

superimposition upon all historical, philological, and 

linguistic studies of the official Kemalist state myth pro-

claiming the Proto-Anatolian origin of the entire Turk-

ish “race” and the Proto-Turkish nature of the Hittite 

language. Naturally, under such conditions, with a state 

doctrine contrary to all historical and linguistic evidence, 

objective scholarship was suffocated or prevented from 

developing.1 

In this essay, I shall examine a few of the origins and 

originators of certain intellectual trends in the 1920s 

and 1930s, the early years of the Republic of Turkey. In 

doing so, I aim to contribute to an analysis of the early 

republican approach to the Islamic past, as expressed 

in its material culture. How did this “Kemalist state 

myth” form and deform intellectual trends as part of 

the intimately linked processes of nation building and 

Westernization in Turkey? What role did European 

and European-trained scholars play in integrating the 

Islamic past with a new Turkish and Anatolian state 

ideology and identity?

  One day in 1929, Mustafa Kemal, president of 

the Republic of Turkey, is said to have showed Afet, 

the oldest of his adopted daughters and a high school 

teacher, a book he was reading. It was a work by the 

French Enlightenment historian, Joseph de Guignes, 

the Histoire générale des Huns, des Mongoles, des Turcs, 

et des autres Tatares occidentaux, published in five vol-

umes between 1756 and 1758. He pointed out a pas-

sage that stated that the Turks were a “yellow” race 

sharing a common origin with the Mongols in Mon-

golia. Afet reportedly responded, “Bunu çalæ×alæm,” 

“Let’s work on this.”2

Both Mustafa Kemal and Afet were intimately 

involved in the national project of writing a history 

of the Turks, mainly, it seems, in order to educate 

Turkish high school students. (Education and cul-

ture were very much of one piece in the early years of 

the Turkish Republic. In 1935, the Ministry of Educa-

tion [Maarif Vekaleti] changed its name to the Minis-

try of Culture [Kültür Bakanlæ æ] while continuing to 

translate its own name into French as “Ministère de 

l’instruction publique.”)3 This national history, called 

Türk Tarihinin Ana Hatlaræ (Outline of Turkish His-

tory), was to present the civilization of the Turks in its 

“rightful place” as equal or superior to Indo-European 

“nations” or “races” (which also originated in Central 

Asia) and, paradoxically, as the prime force for the 

rise of civilization in Anatolia and indeed elsewhere 

in the Near East and the Aegean. As late as 1937, the 

year before the death of Atatürk, as Mustafa Kemal 

was by then called, Prof. Øemseddin Günaltay, writ-

ing the lead article in the first issue of the Istanbul 

University journal Tarih Semineri Dergisi, attacked the 

words of the long-dead de Guignes. The Turks were 

not yellow but white, Alpine, and brachiocephalic; their 

home was not Mongolia but the Altay Mountains of 

Turkistan, wrote Günaltay (note the name). The jour-

nal in which Günaltay’s article appeared was founded 

by M. Fuad Köprülü, the leading Turkish historian of 

the day, and a professor at Istanbul University.4

CARGO CULT

At the invitation of Prof. Köprülü, who was also the 

founder and director of the Türkiyat Enstitüsü, or 

Turcology Institute, at Istanbul University, the eminent 
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Austrian art historian Josef Strzygowski wrote the lead, 

eighty-page, article for the 1933 issue of Türkiyat Mec-

muasæ, the journal of the institute. Entitled “Türkler 

ve Orta Asya San’atæ Meselesi” (The Turks and the 

Question of Central Asian Art), it recast, with additions 

pertinent to the times and the audience, Strzygowski’s 

1917 work on the art of the Altay region of Central 

Asia and Iran.5 Professor Köprülü’s son translated it 

into Turkish, as he did another article published in 

the same issue of the journal.6

The author of this second article, entitled “Türk 

San’atænæn Dünyadaki Mevkii” (The Place of Turkish 

Art in the World) was Heinrich Glück, another art his-

torian and a pupil of Strzygowski.7 These two articles 

staked out the position of the Viennese school of art 

history, the most influential in Turkey and one of the 

most prominent, if controversial, of the time, concern-

ing the relationship between the material culture of a 

Turkish race and its relationship to the art—Turkish 

and non-Turkish, Islamic and not—of Anatolia, the 

homeland of the new Turkish Republic.

Strzygowski, in line with philology, the leading 

science of the day, was looking for an Ursprache, or 

original language, for Aryan art.8 In his article in Tür-

kiyat Mecmuasæ he applied his method to identifying 

the fundamental characteristics of a pure Turkish art, 

one originating in Turkish Central Asia but present 

in all Turkish dynasties whenever and wherever they 

might have been. The features of this pure Turkish 

art, in Strzygowski’s view, concerned the tent, the 

carpet, and metalworking. The Austrian art historian 

proposed the foundation of a museum of pure Turk-

ish art, which he hoped would also contain art from 

Central Asia. He wanted this museum to be situated 

in Ankara, as the capital of the new Turkish state, 

or in the Alaeddin Mosque in Konya, due to its con-

nection with the Seljuks. The already present Istan-

bul Archaeology Museum should remain, or perhaps 

include Ottoman art in a context allowing comparison 

with the Greek, Roman, and Byzantine works there. 

He also suggested the creation of a museum of Otto-

man art in Bursa.9

According to Strzygowski, Turkish art, like that of 

the Germans, was a northern art, and the art of the 

Greeks and of the Mediterranean was a southern art. 

Islamic civilization and its art were main inheritors 

of the Hellenistic Mediterranean tradition, which was 

also prominent in Byzantine art. Turkish art should 

be displayed separately, in order to free it from the 

tyranny of the standards of representational art of the 

Greeks and the Mediterranean (read: Semitic) weight 

of Islamic art.

Strzygowski’s student Glück is probably best known 

as the coauthor with Ernst Diez of the Propyläen-Kunst-

geschichte volume on Islamic art.10 By this time, how-

ever, he had also published on Roman, Byzantine, 

and Ottoman architecture.11 The article in Türkiyat 

Mecmuasæ was based on his previous articles published 

in the proceedings of the Hungarian Academy of  

Sciences in 1917 and by the Museum für angewandte 

Kunst in Vienna in 1920. After ridding Ottoman archi-

tecture of any connection with Byzantium by citing 

Mehmet Aga-Oglu’s then-current “proof” of Sinan’s 

Turkishness, Glück attacked the same Western Euro-

pean targets of naturalism and Hellenocentrism as did 

his teacher Strzygowski. At the end of the article, not-

ing the central position of Central Asia vis à vis many 

world civilizations, he wrote that Turkish art, despite 

being exposed to the arts of almost all world civiliza-

tions, never descended into mere eclecticism but kept 

its principles and unity. He concluded by mentioning 

his intention to write a book on Turkish art together 

with Aga-Oglu. This project was never completed; 

Glück died soon thereafter, and Aga-Oglu moved on 

to the University of Michigan. The project of writing 

a history of Turkish art would fall to another student 

of art from the Viennese school, Ernst Diez, and to 

his pupil Oktay Aslanapa.12

A third foreign scholar, Albert Gabriel, can also be 

connected to a grand project of discovering and map-

ping a “Turkish” material culture. An architect and art 

historian by training, Gabriel was offered the chair of 

archaeology at Istanbul University in 1926. The author-

ities there asked him to include as part of his courses 

instruction pertinent to a national antiquities exami-

nation. He set out to write Monuments turcs d’Anatolie, 

published in 1931, because, as he notes in the preface, 

“there existed no publication permitting the soundly 

based study of the ensemble of the Islamic antiquities 

of Turkey.” The Turkish Ministry of Education/Cul-

ture paid for the research trips behind this book as 

well as Gabriel’s subsequent books on Turkish archi-

tecture. In the foreword to Monuments turcs d’Anatolie, 

he acknowledges the moral support of Prof. Köprülü. 

Strzygowski had proposed a museum of Turkish art 

and Glück a history thereof. Gabriel, along with the 

Turkish art historian Celâl Arseven, was the first to 

actually embark on the didactic project of transform-

ing the material culture of Anatolia into a history of 

the Turks.13 
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Prof. Köprülü published the lead article in the first 

(1938) issue of another newly established journal, Vakæf -

lar Dergisi (Journal of the Ministry of Pious Endow-

ments), but he also gave prominence to his friend 

Gabriel, who for the same issue wrote “The Resto-

ration of Turkish Historical Monuments,” in which 

he acted as a scourge, as he had two years previously 

in “The Role of Archaeology,” published in 1936 in 

Türk Tarih, Arkeologya ve Etnografya Dergisi (Journal of 

Turkish History, Archaeology, and Ethnography).14 

The earlier article had argued for the importance of 

museums as well as works of art as sources of inspira-

tion to a young nation, and not, as Gabriel put it, as 

hardware stores stacked with utilitarian implements; 

it also promoted archaeology as an autonomous sci-

ence, not attendant on history. In his Vakæflar Dergisi 

article, Gabriel addressed the issue, not of archaeol-

ogy or museums, but of architectural pre servation 

in the face of the greed for development of a fast-

growing nation and the new, easy technique of rein-

forced concrete. In order to preserve and restore his-

toric Turkish buildings (by which he meant Seljuk 

and Ottoman monuments), he called for the estab-

lishment of a national restoration service. Together 

with Köprülü’s exhortations on the value of endow-

ment deeds, or vakfiyes, this article signaled prob-

lems with a trend that had already begun. Gabriel’s 

most lasting contribution to architectural history—his 

beautifully rendered drawings of historic buildings—

are themselves reconstructions, not only of buildings 

often half-ruined at the time, but of their urban and 

topographic setting. What he could not accomplish 

in fact he imagined on paper. 

A list of activities of the Turkish Department of 

Antiquities for the year 1933 displays an active, if 

schizophrenic, approach to the past. On one hand, 

a regard for the newly unfolding pre- and early his-

torical archaeology of Anatolia is evident: a record of 

the twenty-three different interventions undertaken to 

bring works of art, most of them large stone statues 

or reliefs, to museums shows all these works dating to 

the Bronze or Iron age, with most noted as being Eti, 

or Hittite. On the other hand, the same article notes 

the formation of a committee for the preservation of 

monuments. Of the thirty-two activites recorded for 

1933 or planned for 1934, only five, two in Izmir and 

three in Ankara, did not involve the repair of Seljuk 

monuments. Ottoman monuments did not figure in 

this list at all.14

This can be contrasted with the activities of Osman 

Hamdi Bey and other Ottoman archaeologists during 

the late years of the Ottoman Empire. At that time, 

the emphasis was placed on the excavation and col-

lection of the past of an empire, not of a nation-state. 

Ottoman activities in these domains aimed to equal 

the great museums of European states, with their 

universalist and encyclopedic pretensions. These late 

Ottoman ventures led, for instance, to the great col-

lections of classical sculpture and Mesopotamian arti-

facts at what would become the Istanbul Archaeology 

Museums.15 

DISCIPLINARY FLUIDITY

To someone (cons)trained by the disciplinary and 

temporal divisions of the late twentieth century, this 

cast of characters appears both strange and allur-

ing in terms of subject, discipline, and temporal or 

civilizational specialization. In this era of East-West, 

Muslim-Christian confrontation and disciplinary and 

topical separation, one is struck by the ease with which, 

for instance, an Austrian art historian of the early 

twentieth century, at a time rife with the rhetoric of 

colonialism, could move from early medieval hoards in 

the Balkans through the art of the Hellenistic, Byzan-

tine, Islamic, Central Asian, and even Chinese worlds. 

Reading The Decline of the West, written by Strzygowski’s 

contemporary Oswald Spengler, one is also struck by 

the centrality of material culture in the writing of 

history: in Spengler’s opus, works of art are essential 

for defining the spirit and essence of civilizations. In 

parts of his opus, Spengler drew heavily on Strzygowski 

and his rival, Riegl.16

In Strzygowski’s work, Islamic art and its study were 

entertained but lightly, treated as mere extensions of 

the study of Greek and Mediterranean art, the “south-

ern” art disparaged due to its very hegemony in Euro-

pean universities and museums, where the Greco-

Roman and Italian Renaissance periods were privileged. 

Gabriel, a French architect and architectural historian 

who knew little Turkish, was hired as a professor of 

archaeology at Istanbul University, where he taught, 

in French, not archaeology but a history of architec-

ture that consisted primarily of the earliest Turkish 

architecture in Anatolia—that of the Seljuks—and, to 

a lesser extent, that of the Ottomans.

The disciplinary confusion was not limited to the 

examples given above. Ekrem Akurgal, sent by the Turk-

ish government to study in Berlin from 1932 to 1941, 
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and the first professor of classical archaeology at the 

newly founded Ankara University, studied Islamic art 

with Ernst Diez, in addition to classical archaeology, 

art history, philology, and Hittite and Sumerian lan-

guage. Although he undertook many archaeological 

excavations during his career, Akurgal’s own scholar-

ship was heavily art historical, relying on stylistic anal-

ysis for dating and context. During his years in Berlin, 

Akurgal studied all things that concerned the history 

of Turkey in any way, shape, or form.17 

Similarly, in 1926, a promising young teacher, Remzi 

O uz Aræk, had been sent by the Turkish state to Paris 

to study archaeology.19 There he received a diploma 

from the École du Louvre in archaeology and art his-

tory. In addition to studying classical and French art, 

he also studied Arabic at the École des langues orien-

tales. While in Paris, he was known for asking his fel-

low Turkish students, “Bugün Anadolu için ne yaptæn?” 

(What have you done for Anatolia today?), a calque on 

the still-current Turkish phrase, “Bugün Allah için ne 

yaptæn?” (What have you done for God today?).

When he returned to Turkey in 1931, Aræk was 

appointed to the Istanbul Archaeology Museum as a 

classical archaeologist. His stay at Istanbul was brief, 

however; he soon moved to Ankara and began work-

ing for the Turkish Historical Society, the organization 

set up by Atatürk in 1931 to research Turkish history. 

His initial job there was as codirector of the Turkish 

Historical Society’s first excavations, at Alaca Höyük, 

an early Bronze Age site near the Hittite capital of 

Bo azköy, then as now dug by the German Archaeol-

ogy Institute. Aræk’s book on Alaca Höyük, published 

by the Turkish Historical Society in 1937, begins with 

a photograph of a Turkish villager at the site, estab-

lishing an ethnographic link between the lives of vil-

lagers and those of the site in the Bronze Age.20

The project of national history did not limit Aræk 

to prehistoric or early historic sites; perhaps it was his 

position as a chief archaeologist of the Turkish His-

torical Society that prompted him to publish a series 

of yearly reports on archaeological activity in Turkey. 

In one of these, he records the visit of K. A. C. Cres-

well, the well-known English scholar of Islamic archi-

tecture and professor at the American University in 

Cairo, to southeastern Turkey in 1936. After mention-

ing Creswell’s visit to Mardin and Diyarbakær and his 

ideas of the influence of Christian architecture on 

that of early Islam, Aræk closes his report on this visit 

with the following parenthesis: “(We had expected 

that this valued scholar, because of his proximity in 

Cairo, would correct the shallow and slightly a priori 

judgments on ‘Islamic art’ of art history professors 

in Europe and America. However, force of habit is 

more powerful than either science or method!).” The 

thrust of his comments is evident here: Creswell con-

tinued the Western European tradition of undervalu-

ing Turkish art and emphasizing connections between 

the formative period of Islam and earlier civilizations, 

primarily Byzantine and Sasanian, instead of valuing 

their cultural autonomy.21

After a long career as archaeologist, director of the 

Museum in Ankara, and professor at Ankara and Gazi 

universities, Aræk left the world of museums and uni-

versities and entered politics in 1950, winning a seat in 

parliament as a representative of the Demokrat party. 

In 1952 he founded the new “Peasant’s Party,” which 

stressed the values of the Anatolian villager.

Theodor Bossert, the German scholar asked to found 

Istanbul University’s Turkish Institute of Archaeology 

(note the name) in 1934, was an expert on Bronze Age 

archaeology, specifically that of Crete and Hittite Ana-

tolia. Bossert was made chair of the Sumerian-Hittite 

Philology Department. Bossert’s title underlines the 

primacy given to philology at the time, and the role 

assigned to archaeology in helping establish historical 

fact through the recovery of texts; his scholarly repute 

does indeed rest in the field of philology, for his work 

in deciphering Hittite hieroglyphics. Before he special-

ized, however, Bossert had worked in Germany on a 

multivolume history of the folk art of the world, pub-

lishing on such topics as Navajo blankets.22

The examples given above show the ease with which 

scholars combined data and methodologies from what 

are today different disciplines: architectural history, 

art history, archaeology, museum studies, philology, 

history, ethnography, physical anthropology, and what 

American academia names “area studies.” The ori-

gins of these trends can be attributed not only to 

Strzygowski, but also to his contemporary and rival 

Alois Riegl, whose liberation of form from context 

and whose devotion to the so-called decorative arts 

contributed to the formation of the study of national 

or folk traditions. Riegl was not an ethnic national-

ist; in fact, as curator at the Museum für angewandte 

Kunst in Vienna, as well as professor at the Univer-

sity of Vienna, he was a student and promoter of the 

multiplicity inherent in the many kinds of art of dif-

ferent peoples within an empire. Yet he also partook 

of the pessimism enveloping parts of Europe at the 

end of the nineteenth century and looked outside 
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Europe for answers. The burgeoning archaeological 

and ethnographic collections from around the world 

accumulating in museums in Vienna, Budapest, and 

Berlin contributed to that search. It was possible for 

scholars like Strzygowski, later beloved of the Nazis, 

to combine these elements and collapse their tempo-

ral and spatial boundaries into studies of folk culture 

that expressed features of a nation or race. 23

The pure forms of Armenian, Iranian, and Central 

Asian art posited by Strzygowski expressed an Aryan, 

Northern, Germanic culture untainted by religion 

and Hellenism. They provided a model by which émi-

gré German, Austrian, and European-trained Turkish 

scholars could look for a pure Turkishness beneath 

what they saw as the accretions of Ottoman Islam. 

The philological counterpart to the Turkish Histori-

cal Society, of course, was the Turkish Language Soci-

ety, established by Mustafa Kemal in 1932 in order 

to purify the Turkish language of Arabic and Persian 

“additions.”

As stated above, Gabriel proclaimed archaeology, 

likely using its broader French definition as the study 

of the past rather than the science of digging historic 

sites, autonomous from history. Aræk, too, believed in 

a larger definition of archaeology than that commonly 

accepted today: to him it included architecture, sculp-

ture, painting, and design as well as sigillography, 

ceramology, and the study of figurines. As for Islamic 

archaeology, in a book published in 1947, he had the 

following to say: “Archaeology is a unified science, but 

there are many different kinds of archaeologist.” He 

then proceeded to define what an Egyptologist and 

an Assyriologist were. And finally he stated, “Those 

who study the civilizations, history and archaeology, 

language and writing of the East are called Oriental-

ists.” (For Aræk, then, the definition of an Oriental-

ist was very similar to that of a classical archaeolo-

gist today.)24

However, Islamic archaeology, in the strict definition 

of the excavation of a site with Islamic-period finds, 

was never undertaken by an Orientalist of Aræk’s def-

inition. Along with Aræk, Hamit Zübeyr Ko×ay, a Mus-

lim from the Ural Mountains with a doctorate in Tur-

cology from Budapest, codirected the first excavations 

by the Turkish Historical Society; these excavations, 

however, were of the early Bronze Age site mentioned 

above. Ko×ay imported to Turkey another Turcologist, 

a Hungarian named Julius Meszaro× (Gyula Mészáros) 

from the Ethnographic Museum in Budapest, to help 

collect works for and organize the displays of the Eth-

nography Museum of Ankara, of which Ko×ay was 

named the director.

The visit of the King of Afghanistan to Ankara in 

1929 occasioned an offer to exchange Buddhist for Hit-

tite artifacts, an exchange seemingly never realized.25 

As far as I know, this was the only gesture made to 

broaden the collections of the museum from Anato-

lia to the greater Turkic world, as envisioned by Strzy-

gowski in his article.

What we would call Islamic archaeology consisted 

of but one part of the Turkish national project, which 

focused on an area within the borders of the Repub-

lic of Turkey, emphasizing Turkish presence in Ana-

tolia. For instance, in the 1939 issue of Belleten, the 

journal of the Turkish Historical Society, Øevket Aziz 

Kansu, later to be dean of Ankara University, wrote 

an article entitled “An Anthropological Investigation 

into the Racial History of Anatolia.” In this article, 

he reported the results of the measurement of bones 

from various excavations and eras, including “the skel-

etons of Seljuk Turks uncovered in Ankara in 1935,” 

calling to mind the destruction of Seljuk monuments 

occasioned by the construction of institutions of the 

new Turkish capital.26

The real Islamic archaeology in the early years of 

the Turkish Republic was being undertaken as part 

of the same interest in collapsing time periods that 

characterized Viennese art history. The large German 

and Austrian research projects in Turkey—at Mile-

tus, Pergamon, Ephesus, and Iznik—were multipe-

riod, interdisciplinary affairs: one only has to think 

of the origins of the historian Paul Wittek’s interest 

in the early Ottomans arising out of his work at Mile-

tus on the coinage of the Mente×e dynasty (ca. 1290–

1425), and of Friedrich Sarre’s work on Ottoman pot-

tery from Miletus.27 In the mid-1930s there was also a 

large German project at Iznik—mainly classical, but 

also involving Katharina Otto-Dorn, a young student 

of Strzygowski who had written her dissertation on 

Sasanian silver in 1934.28

Otto-Dorn had met Ekrem Akurgal while working 

as Ernst Kühnel’s assistant in Berlin. When a chair of 

Islamic art and archaeology was finally established at 

Ankara University in 1954, Akurgal asked her to fill 

it.29 It was Otto-Dorn herself, at Kubadabad, her stu-

dents Olu× Aræk, Rüçhan Aræk, and Gönül Öney, and 

their students who are the mainstay of Islamic archae-

ology in Turkey today. In his Türkische Fliesen und Kera-

mik in Anatolien, Oktay Aslanapa, who studied with 

Diez and succeeded him at Istanbul University, makes 
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explicit mention of this German/Austrian precedent; 

in describing his first excavations at Iznik in 1963–64, 

he refers to Sarre’s publication of “Miletus ware” and 

Otto-Dorn’s work on Iznik before claiming Iznik as 

the center of Ottoman tile production.30

Despite the pan-Turkic approach of these Austrian 

or Austrian-trained scholars, however, other Turkish 

architectural historians such as Do an Kuban and 

Aptullah Kuran have focused on Anatolian and Med-

iterranean traditions, effecting a dualism in the art-

historical literature.31

The Museum für angewandte Kunst in Vienna was 

established in 1869 in response to the success of the 

South Kensington Museum in London, which had 

been founded with the remnants of the Crystal Palace 

exhibition. Both participated in the Arts and Crafts 

movement in the second half of the nineteenth cen-

tury, as British and continental Europeans sought 

an alternative to the mass-produced, machine-made 

present. Except for Albert Gabriel’s longing for sym-

pathetic stonemasons to counter the spread of rein-

forced concrete, this kind of nostalgia for craft was 

not found in the early decades of the Turkish Repub-

lic. It did not arise until 1951, when Hamit Zübeyr 

Ko×ay finally published the ethnographic survey he 

had helped undertake at Alaca Höyük fifteen years 

earlier. In this publication, Ko×ay urgently calls for 

the establishment of a People’s Museum in Ankara, 

where the traditions of the Anatolian Turks (that for 

him still stretched back to the Hittites) would be pre-

served, and decries the influx of modernism, the uni-

formity of life, and the introduction of machines—

the “gramophone that silences the saz in the tent of 

the nomad.” The “Kemalist state myth” had done its 

job of forming a modern Turkish state, a state whose 

very modernity was now being decried by one of its 

founders.32 

CONCLUSION

I conclude by raising a larger issue: the inability of 

the competing ideologies of race- and language-based 

nationalism of Turkishness, or of a more traditional 

“humanistic” approach that situated the material cul-

ture of Islamic Anatolia within the parameters of Islam-

dom, to use these competing ideologies to produce 

scholars, or challenging scholarship, of what is cur-

rently called in Turkey the “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” 

(Türk-~slam sentezi).

The greatest scholars of early-twentieth-century 

Islamic archaeology were all Orientalists. In their 

works, they stressed the continuities of the early Islamic 

period with the late antique Mediterranean and ancient 

Near Eastern sedentary cultures. None worked on the 

national project examined here. Ernst Herzfeld was 

the sworn enemy of Strzygowski, who disliked his his-

toricist approach. Jean Sauvaget accompanied Albert 

Gabriel on his later travels through Turkey, the ones 

that would result in Gabriel’s Voyages archéologiques 

dans la Turquie orientale, in the introduction to which 

Gabriel, probably tempered by long months of travel 

and discussion with his compatriot, or perhaps disil-

lusioned by almost twenty years of teaching “Turkish 

archaeology,” refers to the buildings he documents 

in the book not as monuments of Turkish art but as 

pertaining to medieval Islamic civilization.33

The legacy of the practices of the early Republic 

lies in a continued emphasis by Turkish scholars on 

the excavation of Islamic sites of the medieval period. 

The Ottoman kiln excavations begun by Oktay Asla-

napa at Iznik are a principal exception to this. In 

recent decades in Turkey, alongside continued exca-

vation of medieval Islamic sites, interest in the Otto-

man period has increased, as the Ottoman imperial 

past ceases to threaten and is turned into a source of 

national pride and touristic destination. The Museum 

of Turkish and Islamic art moved to a new location in 

1983—a sixteenth-century Ottoman palace that frames 

a linear, chronological presentation of Islamic and 

Turkish art, some of it from the lost provinces of the 

Ottoman Empire. The Seljuks constitute but one of a 

series of dynasties whose presentation culminates in a 

large hall primarily devoted to works of Ottoman art. 

Downstairs from this main floor is a second and sec-

ondary space devoted to ethnography. This, too, pres-

ents a linear development from nomadic tent through 

village house, culminating in a Westernized, late-Otto-

man house with Western-costumed mannequins seated 

at a table reading newspapers.

As mentioned above, the project of writing a history 

of Turkish art fell to Ernst Diez, who taught at Istan-

bul University before leaving Turkey in 1946. He and 

his student Aslanapa wrote the textbooks still used in 

Turkish universities. Aslanapa also continued the tra-

ditions of his Austrian teachers by writing on Turkish 

carpets and, beginning in 1964, by excavating the pot-

tery kilns of Ottoman Iznik, again in direct reference 

to his Austrian and German predecessors. With Otto-

Dorn in Ankara and Aslanapa in Istanbul, the dead-
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weight of Turkish nationalism continued to burden 

the teaching of and research on Islamic material cul-

ture in Turkey. This nationalist approach emphasized 

Central Asian origins and abandoned the “Oriental-

ist” training of the previous generation, thus separat-

ing works of material culture from the written word, 

whether in Persian, Arabic, or Ottoman Turkish, and 

therefore from history.

All states have founding myths, but that of Turkey 

is particularly paradoxical. Much of the ideology of 

modern Turkey was based on the ideas of European 

scholars profoundly discontented with European civi-

lization in the early twentieth century. Atatürk’s proj-

ect of Westernization did not engage this pessimistic 

view of European civilization; it only took advantage 

of the search, especially on the part of Austrian schol-

ars, for answers outside of Europe—mainly, but not 

exclusively, in Central Asia. The episode quoted at 

the beginning of this paper suggests that Atatürk was 

more intellectually engaged with the Europe of the 

Enlightenment than with that of the new, inward- 

and outward-looking Europe of early-twentieth-cen-

tury Vienna and Berlin.

To my mind, the Ethnography Museum of Ankara 

constitutes a fitting image for the ideals, continuities, 

and discontinuities of this period (fig. 1). Designed and 

built between 1925 and 1928 in the national style by 

Arif Hikmet Koyuno lu, its neo-Ottoman architecture 

belied the fresh, modern ideology of the new Turk-

ish Republic.34 It was built on a hill outside Ankara, 

Namazgâh Tepesi, the former site of a Muslim ceme-

tery and open-air prayer hall that had been the loca-

tion of important national and religious ceremonies 

during the Turkish war of independence.35

In order to fill this palace of culture, a commis-

sion of prominent citizens was established to help 

form its collection. But the holdings of the museum 

were also augmented by artifacts from mosques pulled 

down to build the new capital, and from other reli-

gious buildings closed down on the order of the new 

secular state.

The development of the museum was entrusted to 

Fig. 1. Ethnography Museum, Ankara, Arif Hikmet Koyuno lu, 1925–28. (Nezih Ba×gelen Collection, Istanbul)
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a Central Asian Turk schooled in Salonica and Buda-

pest and to his Hungarian colleague. In addition to 

works of Turkish folk and Islamic art, the relics of 

the more distant “Hittite” past were also displayed. 

Here, surrounded by the traditional present and the 

historic past of Anatolia, Atatürk’s corpse lay in state 

for fifteen years after his death.36

Georgetown University

Koç University
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