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Introduction

A closer look: independent artist-run spaces in Istanbul

As Turkey’s cultural capital, Istanbul contains a bustling climate for contemporary art attractive to artists and cultural entrepreneurs alike. The city sprouts numerous artist initiatives and collaboratives, and is home to various museums, galleries, institutions, festivals, fairs and a biennale. But in comparison to the size and diversity of the city, the art scene appears small and rather homogeneous. The climate for contemporary art remains limited, as Turkey keeps struggling with the notions of creativity and criticality. Censorship remains a powerful regulating instrument of the Turkish government, crippling the development of contemporary art as a critical practice. 
However, the government’s grip is slackening with the pressing of both global forces and oppression from within. During the last two-three decades an increasing awareness has spread in the hearts and minds of young Turkish artists, an awareness that has led to the questioning of the cultural conformism propagated by the state. Rather than drowning their creativity in a steady flow of Atatürk busts, plaques and pictures, artists have begun to embrace a form of expression that is truly their own. In recent years artists have opened up spaces in Istanbul where contemporary art is embraced as a critical and individual practice and a scientific discipline. Here, artists embrace Turkish society as an endless source of inspiration while trying to retain a certain autonomy in regard to the mainstream cultural business. This gives these space a certain character of ‘in-betweenness’, positioning themselves on the threshold of the cultural industry. Their existence is important in a society where values such as creativity and freedom of expression are still limited. Acknowledging this, these artists-run spaces certainly deserve a closer look.

One of the spaces described above is 5533, self-defined as ‘an independent space for research, discussion and exhibition of contemporary art’.
 Co-director Marcus Graf says 5533 “functions a little bit like a research lab; a playground where all kinds of strategies, formal, esthetically and conceptually, can be tried.” Artists are not expected to create any sellable work but rather art that is relevant, expressive and original. The emphasis is on the process rather than end product, resulting in an atmosphere of ‘creative chaos’. 5533 works closely together with young artists who have yet to make their debut in the art world, and students make up for a large part of both their audience and their contributors. According to Graf this doesn’t mean that the space produces amateuristic or unprofessional work. “It is quite the opposite. But it’s more about art itself and about the love of and for art; the interest in and research of art, than just the presentation and selling of art and the promotion of artists.” Graf referred to 5533 as an ‘off space’ or ‘off gallery’, as it is defined by its existence outside of the traditional, conservative art system that depends on the art market. 

The term ‘off space’ was born on Broadway, where artists gathered in the wake of large shows and started giving their own, small performances. These could take place anywhere: on the street, but also in a bar, an atelier or basically any room accessible to the artists. The alternative, nomadic character of the artistic practices and the temporary inhabitation of certain space to host them led to the term ‘off space’, referring to their ‘off-Broadway’ character. This is a term now mostly used in Germany, according to Graf “to describe initiatives or artist-run spaces that are founded out of the need for art which is not presentable in a classical gallery.” A more widely renown description is artist-run spaces, but this remains arguable as the directors might be curators, writers, shop owners, teachers or students. Istanbul’s contemporary art exhibitions list LiST (monthly distributed by the artist-run space PiST///) stretches the term to ‘Independent artist-run spaces’, referring to their artistic, strategic and financial autonomy in relation to the cultural industry.
 However, these spaces must not be considered as some sort of breeding grounds for anarchistic practices. Their goal is not to undermine the cultural industry, but complement it with the creative atmosphere that the market fails to provide. Graf therefore avoids calling these spaces ‘underground’ or ‘avant-garde’, but describes them as “alternative art spaces that can be used for exhibitions, workshops or the general production of art”. 
In the last issue of LiST, the section for independent artist-run spaces was made up by 5533, BAS, Hafriyat Karaköy, :metalKLINIK, PiST///, URA and YAMA. In earlier issues Apartman Projesi, Artık, Galata Perform, TERSHANE, Caravansarai, Altı Aylık, Masa Projesi and NOMAD were also included. These last four are not based in a certain space but operate on different locations. They can therefore better be considered as artist collectives than as artist-run spaces. YAMA is also somewhat different from the traditional notion of space, as it is a large screen on top of Istanbul’s Marmara Pera Hotel. This makes the term ‘artist-run space’ rather ambiguous, leaving it hard to make a comparison. But what a closer look at these spaces and the stories of their initiators learn us is that none of them wishes to be the equal of another. They rather view themselves as offering something completely different to a completely different public. Although all spaces may have their own (international) connections, they are similar in that they all concern themselves with the production of art that is new, original and exciting. 

This paper has been written with those spaces in mind that are shaped according to the traditional model of the exhibition space. However, the aim is not to give a detailed account of any space in particular, but to find out more about the relation between independent artist-run spaces and the city they position themselves in. What is the relation between independent artist-run spaces in Istanbul and their cultural, social, economical and urban environment, and national and global forces? Considering its broad outline and wide range of topics, this paper may prove interesting not only to those interested in independent artist-run spaces, but to anyone interested in contemporary art in Istanbul and Turkey. 
Historical background
The 1980s
When we look at Turkey’s history, the 1980s appear to be an important point in time. It was during this decade that the various political, economic, social and cultural tensions that had built up during the twentieth century came to an outburst. After the military coup in the 1980s, Turkish society itself ‘underwent extraordinary changes in political, economical, social and cultural arenas’. Beral Madra gives a detailed account of what these changes consisted of in her article ‘Visual Art as a Field of Complication’. “The migration from Anatolian cities into bigger cities, the expansion of bigger cities into megalopolises, the presence of the new generations in the outskirts, the penetration of the effects of consumer culture originating from international spheres into the society, the integration of television and other electronic media into everyday life and the decline of tradition changed the modern national state structure and the homogenous social structure that it aimed to create”.
 Madra writes how “In a matter of twenty years the Turkish society had to live in a heterotopia; where differences have to fight for their right to survive and live together in resistance and a dystopia; where all the traditional, individual and cultural foundations that the society is based on was deconstructed.”
  

In her article Madra moves on to describe the following ups and downs of the development of visual art in Turkey, and leaves the notion of both heterotopia and dystopia rather unexplained. But she strikes an important point in depicting the changing Turkish society from the 1980s onward. The concept of the dystopia, the opposite of the utopia, covers the diffusion of Turkish society and societal life throughout the twentieth century, which came about with the changing Turkish society. The concept of the heterotopia gives us an idea of how this diffusion took shape in society. This last term, which was first used by Michel Foucault, proves to be a very apt term for depicting Istanbul society as a whole and independent artist-run spaces in particular. 

The rise of the heterotopia

During a lecture that would form the basis for an article on ‘other spaces’, Foucault describes a heterotopia as “capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible.”
 He names the theatre and the cinema, where one stage or one screen can cover several different ‘spaces’, and the museum as a space where different times and places are accumulated. However, the heterotopia must not be seen as a space in itself, but rather as the relation between particular elements that together make up a consistent whole. In our society, Foucault argues, heterotopia are ever more present. With the emerge of heterotopias such as the World Wide Web, societal life has indeed become more complex and hybrid. According to Foucault, a society with many heterotopias would not only embrace the many differences in society, but also prove a slippery base for authoritarianism and repression. 

Foucault describes how the medieval concept of a hierarchical construction of space dissolved with Galileo’s discovery of the earth moving around the sun. Doing so, Galileo exposed the earth as floating in nothingness, an ‘infinite open space’ in which one’s position was not fixed but a mere triviality. This led to a change in perception and consciousness which have become inherent parts of modern culture. Modern society plummeted from the Middle Ages with the transition from fixed ‘emplacement’ and localization of space to hybrid displacement and delocalization. This process of modernization brought along new kinds of pain, insecurity and the loss of an old way of life: sacrifices now faced by the Turkish society. The government tries to deal with this by using a policy that is bound to fail: it tries to modernize the country while holding on firmly to the hierarchical structure of locality and tradition. Foucault already described that we live in a heterogeneous space that evolves and revolves by itself and beyond our control. “In other words”, he argues, “we do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place individuals and things. We do not live inside a void that could be colored with diverse shades of light, we live inside a set of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not super imposable on one another.” 

The 1990s

Throughout the twentieth century the city of Istanbul had expanded enormously and was still attracting large numbers from inland area’s, as well as people from outside of the country. With its emerge as a global city Istanbul was laid bare as a vast breeding ground for all kinds of practices, among them contemporary art. This  last practice had been introduced in Turkey by artists who had been abroad, but didn’t develop further as most artists continued their old traditional practices. It was not until the nineties that more artists began to practice contemporary art as a form of critical individual expression. New ideals of creativity and free expression challenged the state’s efforts to establish cultural conformity, which had already been slowly undermined by a society that didn’t fit their pursued ‘homogenous social structure’ (Madra 2007).
Pelin Tan, sociologist and author of the article ‘Self initiated collectivity, artist run spaces and artists’ collectives in Istanbul’, believes the eighties marked a period of political change that was happening everywhere as a result of the economical crisis of the seventies. In Turkey this crisis was embodied by an oppressive military regime. Although there was an increase in the number of artists in Turkey, according to Tan the work that was produced was still very ‘safe’. The release of the military regime in the nineties marked a real break on all fronts of society and in contemporary artistic practice. As Tan agues, “In the eighties there was a break between conceptual art and other post-modern practices. As a former art historian, I would say there was a break in the eighties concerning the understanding of art. But the nineties really mark a total break, for example in geography, media, and the discussion of topics. It was related to the end of the Cold War, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the acceptance of the economical structure which was inherited from the 80s and institutional change.”
 
During this new decennium of creative outburst, artist initiatives and artist-run spaces started to emerge in the city of Istanbul. In her article, Tan describes how “the confluence of newly minted trans-local networks, the effects of international art events, and the resurgence of collaborative art practices worldwide is leading artists from Istanbul to develop new collaborative practices or establish non-institutional, independent spaces in different parts of the city.”
 She explains how the trans-local network was built up by Turkish artists who began to go abroad during the last five years, who got in contact with artist-run spaces abroad and brought their ideas back home. With the effects of international art events Tan refers mainly to the Istanbul Biennale that, according to Tan, remains the only institution so far that is actively searching for ‘alternative art practices’ and collaborating with independent artist-run spaces. This was also the result of the increasing popularity of collaborative artistic practice. During the nineties, Tan argues, the self-referential ‘art object’ made way for collaborative artistic projects. According to Tan, the Istanbul Biennale was the first institution in Turkey to notice this ‘new way of making art’ and to give it a place in its program. 
According to Tan the Istanbul Biennale has had a ‘big effect’ as “it brought these (independent artist-run) spaces under the eye of the mainstream art scene and showed they are doing better than the galleries.” This year the Contemporary Istanbul Art Fair started inviting artist-run spaces. According to Tan, spaces like 5533 can be considered as part of the ‘after-effect’ of the Biennale (as it is co-directed by a Biennale curator and was opened up during one of the Biennales). According to Tan there is no direct commercial interest at the Biennale as people are not selling their work like at a fair. Nonetheless, a highly institutionalized event such as the Biennale plays an important role in the cultural business of the city. The relation between independent artist-run spaces and the cultural industry proves an important point in defining these spaces and their place in the contemporary art scene. 

Today: the climate for contemporary art in Istanbul and Turkey

Governmental disinterest

In his article 'From a local to a global outlook and back' Justin Hoffmann points out one thing which all artists, artist initiatives and art spaces share: that they can count on very limited support from the Turkish state. Graf also says not to know ‘any artist or any institution that gets anything from the government’. Even in the case of the Biennale, he says, only a very small financial amount (“five to ten percent”) comes from official sources, while most comes from private sponsors, foreign cultural institutes and galleries “who finance their own artists.” “People are asking for help, are trying to get a date from the government or the municipalities.” The Turkish government and Istanbul’s municipality however do not listen to these cries, Graf says, because their interest lies more with folk art, ‘popular things’, than contemporary art.

According to Tan the lacking of basic funding and facilities for contemporary art is part of “the legacy of Turkey’s military regime of the 1980s” that “lives on in the state’s institutions, policies, procedures, and in its bureaucrats who remain both nationalistic and conservative.”
 Globalization however is forcing the country to open up its conservative borders. It is not surprising that Istanbul, as Turkey’s cultural and globally orientated capital, attracts artists from in- and outside the country and sprouts the most artist initiatives. Tan: “While artists-run spaces and artists’ collectivities have long made significant contributions to art centers such as Berlin, London, or New York, artist-run culture has recently raised its head in Istanbul where emergent artist-run spaces are fostering a surprisingly wide range of artistic, cultural, and civic practices. While some infrastructure for contemporary art has been developing here in the last decade, basic funding and facilities are still lacking.”
 
Turkish mentality
According to Graf, the poor infrastructure for contemporary art in Istanbul is also the result of non-communication between the artist-run spaces. This may have to do with the fact that “everybody’s struggling so much, everybody’s busy and exhausted, and getting in touch with somebody else is always an extra effort.” But Graf says it also has to do with the Turkish mentality. “In the art scene in general, but especially in Turkey, there’s a lot of jealousy. And if the cake is small, everybody wants to have a piece of it.” Graf points out how in the Turkish school system team work is not often supported. This leads to the idea that working together, sharing experiences and networking is viewed with suspicion and the power of it strongly underestimated. “People see it more as a threat or as a competition than a possibility.” Mihda Koray, director of project space URA, talks of the Istanbul art scene as ‘arabesque’ where competition is fierce but exercised ‘around the back’. “In the West, like in London for example, everyone knows they’re on a very tight rope. Before you know it new things are either coming to an end or becoming expensive. Therefore people are always searching for something new, and they love you when you come up with something. But here it’s entirely opposite. People go around the back in their competition.” 
To go against the jealous mentality, Graf and his co-directors try to integrate initiatives to curate exhibitions at 5533. But according to him, more openness and exchange is needed. This idea is shared by Didem Özbek and Osman Bozkurt, co-directors of independent art space PiST///. According to them, the existing venues for contemporary art in Istanbul are still only the ‘decoration’ on ‘a pie or a cake that isn’t cooked yet’. In other words, what is happening now is not enough for a city with such cultural potential. Özbek says the contemporary art scene is too dependent on the Istanbul Biennale. In between the two years of its existence, the art scene lulls itself to sleep under the excuse that it is ‘off season’. “The Istanbul Biennale is very important for the art scene,” Özbek admits, “but in between there are twenty two months, during which the international attractiveness of the city, but the local production of art more than all, should continue.” 
Graf calls for an organization that creates a network between independent artist-run spaces, “something to establish a kind of communication structure”. The institution Platform Garanti, functioning as a meeting point for artists, curators and critics, seems to be exactly this, although it does not focus especially on artist-run spaces. The monthly distributed LiST, an overview of contemporary art events and exhibitions and published by PiST///, has a separate section for independent artist-run spaces. LiST therefore plays an important role in the recognition of these spaces and there visibility as part of the city’s cultural infrastructure. “If you don’t have the right connections as an independent art space, it is very hard to get covered by the Turkish media,” Özbek and Bozkurt from PiST/// explain. “By making a section for independent art spaces, we create awareness for those spaces that do not get enough coverage.”
Patronization 

Pelin Tan writes that the ‘coming of age’ of Turkish contemporary artists in the nineties led to the realization that “spaces for exhibitions or collaborative projects was either lacking, ideologically fraught or otherwise rundown. Artists then mobilized alternatives to pursue their practices. The prevalent lack of institutional or governmental resources inflected their practice, yielding in low-budget projects.”
 Operating low-budget, all initiatives use the medium of the blog. Not only is this a cheap way to keep their audiences updated: it is also advantageous as they become part of a large blogging community for personal, critical expression. 
In their struggle to survive, independent artist-run spaces have to depend greatly on their relation with their social connections and their urban environment. Özbek and Bozkurt say they as artists can learn a great deal from the ‘survival methods’ of the street. Not only does the street provide them with a source of inspiration for their artistic practices, the neighbors also help out when they have to deal with the bureaucratic municipality. “In Turkey,” they point out, “you are always under control: the police is always around. It is never clear how to get permission for you projects, and even if you do, the police may still come and tell you you have to go to a different department as well.” Again, we can see how the Turkish government plays a bigger role in paralyzing the climate for contemporary art than supporting it. “But if the head of the municipality realizes our existence, and believes it’s interesting, he will easily say he started it.” A space like PiST/// has to get in touch with their ‘nightly neighbors who have a relation with the police’ so to be able to organize their projects which often take place on the street. 
Koray from URA describes the difficulty of trying to attract more people into the art venues. “I would like to get more people into the space,” she says. “But it’s really hard as you don’t want to force anything. But if I just let people in, give them guitars and paintbrushes and see what happens, they’ll probably end up nicking everything.” Deniz Aygün Benba from the performance space GalataPerform is a little more elaborate. According to her an independent art space can create more awareness of its artistic practices in a neighborhood, but shouldn’t delude itself with creating an actual, genuine interest in art. She makes this point clear by referring to the GalataPerform’s Visibility Project which was initiated to bring the various art venues in the neighborhood and the residing people there closer together. Not only the art venues, but also shops and restaurant opened up to participate in this project for awareness. “It’s easy to show an open attitude,” Benba says, “but still nobody from the electricity shops down the street ever came to this place. So we shouldn’t delude ourselves. Also during this event, the public still consisted mainly of the general art public. But thanks to this project they know us, they know our face, they know that there’s a theatre here.” 
Contact with the neighborhood remains important for independent artist-run spaces as they derive their inspiration from the street and have to depend on their neighbors for support. But they should be aware of the risk of ideological patronage that is always involved in the process. According to Tan, independent artist-run spaces have to deal somehow with the ‘ethics of locality’: how they encounter they people around them. PiST/// is a space that takes great interest in ‘social life, the urban environment and social issues’ and depends heavily on their neighborhood for support. As Özbek and Bozkurt point out: “We never say “We do art here” to our neighbors. Our aim is not to educate anyone, but to be educated.” According to Tan this is a dangerous statement, one easily turned around as PiST/// positions itself in a neighborhood completely unaccustomed to contemporary artistic practices. As long as the ‘ethics of locality’ are being discussed, the relation between independent artist-run spaces and their neighborhood remain healthy and genuine. 
Life in the metropole 

In his article 'From a local to a global outlook and back' Justin Hoffmann also describes how the ‘first mistake’ made by an ‘outsider’ in viewing Istanbul’s art scene is to expect it to revolve around a coherent center of production. In a metropolis the size of Istanbul, the artistic output is of such size and variety that one systemic structure will never be able to cover all. In every field of production, Istanbul has many centers (and peripheries). Together these different components make up for the city as a whole. Remembering Foucault, it is rather in their relations to each other that in their number that this ‘wholeness’ of the city must be sought. The city of Istanbul is made up by the relations between its actors, its spaces, its centers and peripheries: it is a network of relations rather than a systematic top-down, centered structure. 
Global cities such as Istanbul are a site of endless economic, political and social struggle. Saskia Sassen in Globalization and Its Discontents: “The global city is a strategic site for disempowered actors because it enables them to gain presence, to emerge as subjects, even when they do not gain direct power. Immigrants, women, African Americans in the U.S. cities, people of color, oppressed minorities emerge as significant subjects in a way they are unlikely to do in a suburban context or small town.”
 This also counts for the artist and artist-run spaces. Global cities such as Istanbul contain both the largest cultural industry and the most artists and artist-run spaces. In a developing city like Istanbul, artists find a great source of inspiration, the largest breeding ground for their practices. There is an extensive cultural industry to draw upon, a considerable public interested in art, and numerous ‘soul mates’ such as other artists. But as the city expands, the inner core gets more valuable, making the neighborhoods there highly valuable for the cultural industry. This process will be described in the last chapter, but in order to understand it, we first have to look at the relation between artists and independent artist-run spaces and the cultural industry. 
The cultural industry
Cultural corporations

According to Graf, the ‘off gallery’ or independent artist-run space can be considered as the opposite of the commercial gallery, as it doesn’t focus on the selling of art and artists.  Graf and his co-directors don’t expect the artists to come up with work suitable for a ‘clear, clean exhibition as you would see in a gallery’. But he also points out how an artist-run space to some extend has to be institutionalized in order to offer the artist something to help him build up a career. The term ‘independent artist-run space’ already refers to a certain business structure and corporate identity. “Like the official galleries, these off galleries to a certain degree also have their own logo’s, their corporate identity and corporate design. Because if you don’t work professionally, you don’t get to your aim, whatever it is.” 
The independent artist-run space listed on Istanbul’s contemporary art exhibitions list LiST all appear to be self-conscious, more or less established venues. They are all fully integrated in the local and global art scene, and have an extensive social network. They have formulated an official policy or mission, and a logo which they communicate through publications and the internet. Some may have a business plan, although they work non-profit and closely together with the artists. Independent art spaces PiST, URA and 5533 are based in a space in Istanbul inherited by their directors. The location of URA, in a luxurious apartment on Istanbul’s most popular shopping street, already takes us far from the notion of the ‘off space’ as a space outside of the main industry. The concept of the ‘off space’ seems to apply better to artist initiatives such as Oda Projesi and Altı Aylık who position their artistic practices every time in a different locations. Often these locations are provided by artist-run spaces: Altı Aylık for example recently curated an exhibition in 5533. By incorporation these nomadic initiatives, and by trying to survive without going though the hassle of the Turkish bureaucracy, independent artist-run spaces remain able to offer artists a ‘hassle-free’ base for artistic production. In this sense, they retain the transient character of the original off spaces.
Institutes of renewal

In his book Cultural complexity Ulf Hannerz points out how modern society becomes more demanding as it becomes more complex .Modern cities have increased enormously in number and diversity, making them attractive to all kinds of investors and producers. These businessmen have to innovative in order to compete, and in a society as vast and diverse as ours this has resulted in goods and services that apply to every human need and sentiment. For producers and consumers alike distinguishing oneself from the others, or the mass, has become one of the most important criteria for success. Trends and fashions succeed each other in great tempo. According to Hannerz this process of renewal is fueled by the critical discourse: intellectuals such as artists who keep investigating the borders and the content of the cultural industry. Renewal has become an inherent part of the cultural apparatus while the arts, the media and the educational system have become its renewal institutions.
Hannerz describes how in modern society subcultures have become the most important sources of inspiration for the cultural industry and its ceaseless search for more markets. In the history of contemporary art, an example of such subcultures can be made of the old avant-gardes. The avant-garde artists broke with tradition and picked up new forms and ideas of artistic practice. These new modes of artistic practice were soon detected by cultural entrepreneurs, and as time and money passed the avant-garde artists became the ‘‘rebellious darlings’ of the cultural industry. Now, most of their work is preserved in museums (once described as the ‘mausoleums’ of art by Theodor Adorno) and make up for a vast industry supplying millions of consumers. Of course artworks of such importance should be made available for everyone to enjoy. But what remains interesting is how these works and their artists have overtime become part of the industry they initially opposed themselves to. What was once new and revolutionary becomes a part of the standard repertoire of mass production; part of a the culture of conventions that it initially fought against. 
In Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts, Thomas Crow argues that the avant-garde has always been part of the cultural industry. In opposing themselves to the industry and its mainstream culture, the avant-garde artists in fact gave it new impulses and showed were it could be improved. This is the same for the independent artist-run spaces who, like the avant-gardes, define themselves by their opposition to the cultural industry. The difference is that independent art spaces are aware that their relation to the market, and actively claim their position in the cultural industry as its research and development centers. At the same time, they use the cultural industry as a source of inspiration and a breeding ground for their critical practices. By pointing out its shortcomings, flaws and incapacities, independent artist-run spaces make themselves indispensable to the cultural industry as it needs their critical sting to be revived and kept alive. Graf: “The official structure needs us. Because off spaces discover new talents; they breath some kind of fresh air into the it (the system).” The introduction of new artists is an important component of this ‘fresh air’, as will be discussed in the following chapter. 
The art world
A social network
Graf points out how “sometimes after an artists worked with an off gallery or an off space, he or she gets an offer to participate in another exhibition, or a gallery, or even maybe a biennale.” This idea of independent artist-run spaces as a first step in an artistic career brings us to the idea of their position in what Howard Becker described as the ‘art world’ (Becker 1982). According to Becker, what we define as ‘a work of art’ is not created by the artist alone, but by a whole range of artists, curators, critics, politicians, scientist and anyone who somehow influences the artist’s long climb towards recognition. A work of art is then defined by numerous participants that form different channels in an interconnected structure, a network of relations, which forms yet another heterotopia in the city of Istanbul. 
The independent artist-run spaces form the first channel through which an artist is introduced into the art world. As entering the art world is perhaps the hardest, it is also the most important step in the career of the artist as it is then that he or she begins to build up his or her most valuable resource and the power to build up a career in the form of a social network. Benba: “These spaces are a unique way for artist to come together and to show their work to the public. These are spaces not only for the creation of the product but also for networking. We are exchanging ideas. So all these spaces, more than the exhibitions they make, are very useful as meeting points: spaces where people can cross each other.” Independent artist-run spaces are part of the cultural infrastructure that ties art venues, both commercial and non-profit, together. All the venues make use of each other’s networks, view each other’s exhibitions and are attended by more or less the same public: people with an interest in art. All participants to the art world are socially, culturally and economically tied together in that greater structure that is the art world.  
Gaining confidence

Bourdieu pointed out how not only economic, but also social and cultural resources are forms of capital. The independent artist-run space focuses solely on the latter two: giving the artists a chance to focus on the development of their social network and their artistic practices. The commercial gallery focuses more on the gain of economical and social capital, while continuing the artist’s introduction into the art world. Both the independent artist-run space and the commercial gallery play an important role in introducing the artist into the art world and the building up of a social network. The independent artist-run space remains the site where artists can improve their artistic skills, and work yet without the pressure of the market. Graf: “The commercial gallery plays a very important role in the whole art system because it covers, supports and promotes artists and introduces them to the art scene. It is the art manager. But it has a commercial approach. Off galleries are often run by artists who don’t focus on selling: they’re just focused on ‘doing art’.” In the independent artist-run space artists can gain confidence before confronting the cultural industry ‘by themselves’ by working in an artistic environment without the pressure of the market. “I definitely prefer working in a space like this to an official gallery,” says Benba. “Because here I’m one of the persons who is deciding. In the other (commercial) galleries you just show your work, but for me the process is more interesting than the end product. We don’t make people famous. We don’t pay them big money. So the people who work here really have to enjoy what they are doing here. But they find a different energy here; they like to be here.” 
The urban process of gentrification
Exposure and exploitation
Özbek and Bozkurt from PiST/// explain that although they have ideas for ‘many projects’ outside of the city, they are glad to be based in Istanbul. “Istanbul is off course a very inspiring city. It has not been sterilized yet by all the companies, but it’s on the way.” Özbek and Bozkurt refer here to the process of gentrification, which is basically the flooding of old, traditional neighborhoods by the cultural industry. According to Tan, is was the process of gentrification that ‘robbed’ Oda Projesi and Altı Aylık of their space.
 But artists and independent art spaces also play a role in this process themselves. Özbek and Bozkurt: “What we (as PiST///) have done in the past two and a half years gave courage to other people to start their own initiatives. In Turkey these examples are very important. To give an example of food culture: ten years ago you could never have a cappuccino or good coffee in Turkey, while now it’s full of Starbucks. Even the simple patisserie on the corner is designed in Starbucks-style interior. Off course this makes everything the same. But by starting something you can give others the courage to do so also.” Courageous as it may be, Özbek and Bozkurt also point out the relation between an independent artist-run space such as PiST/// and a company like Starbucks in the process of gentrification. 
In their search for space that is affordable, suitable for artistic production, and not too far from the cultural epicenter around which their lives revolve, artists often end up settling themselves in poor, traditional and rundown neighborhoods that are largely neglected or avoided by the higher classes. 5533 for example is stationed in an old carpet factory in Unkapanı, TERZHANE in an old factory in Tuzla and PiST/// resides in three former shops in the traditional neighborhood Pangaltı. The creative atmosphere brought along by the artists lays bare the formerly neglected qualities of the neighborhood. What happens then is a slow transformation of the character of the neighborhood as the cultural industry seeps in. As investors, entrepreneurs and merchants start renovating and erecting buildings, raising the rents and opening up shops and galleries, the neighborhood is made suitable for and is occupied by the higher classes, forcing the former residents to yet another periphery. The neighborhood may still thrive on its ‘bohemian’ character, but most artists have moved already to a less popular area, where the process of gentrification may start again. The choice of an off space like PiST to settle in an ‘unspoiled’ neighborhood away from what they regard as Istanbul’s overrun art centre, may lay bare yet another potential for the expansion of the cultural industry.

Feeling deprived of their space, artists and artist initiatives who formerly occupied the area tend to point at each other for putting the process of gentrification in motion. As an example Tan names the critique on Apartman Projesi, an independent artist-run space in Tünel organizing exhibitions, projects and workshops and hosting several artists. According to Tan, “Apartman Projesi is often criticized for contributing to Tünel-Galata’s recent gentrification, which took firm hold of the neighborhood in 2005, as a result of marketing efforts that were targeted at Istanbul’s inner-city… As this formerly rundown neighborhood has been subjected to a decade of gentrification, artists who had studio’s or spaces in Tünel-Galata have been criticized for bringing attention to the district and, as such, facilitating its incorporation into the cultural capital. In this, Istanbul is no different from New York or Berlin.”
 
Hide and seek? Counter-gentrification

As a victim of gentrification, artists and independent art spaces can not be blamed for this process which robes a neighborhood of its original culture and forces out the original inhabitants. In Turkey this may not even be the result of a slow transformation by the cultural industry but an overnight decision of the municipality, who aims to empty whole neighborhoods in order to restructure it as a more profitable site for the higher classes. The original inhabitants will be massively transferred to a periphery on the outskirts of the city. Özbek and Bozkurt seem right in pointing out the state as the true gentrifier in its decisions to invest in certain neighborhoods and organize large restructuring projects. According to Özbek and Bozkurt, artists remain unaware of what is happening and therefore deserve no blame. If this is the case, artists should grow conscious of the process which affects Istanbul’s neighborhoods so greatly. “We are here because we know the neighborhood and find it attractive,” Özbek and Bozkurt say. “Our projects are followed by an international audience, which is very much involved with what we do. But the municipality doesn’t care about us. The head of the municipality of Şişli started many public exhibitions in the neighborhood Nişantaşı, but he doesn’t realize what is going on in the rest of the district. Whenever we wanted to communicate with the municipality we had no change: we were always rejected. Although we go abroad and bring international people here.” 
Conclusion
Growing conscious 

As I have tried to show above, independent artist-run spaces can be considered as highly important for the creation of a healthy, breathy climate for contemporary art in Istanbul. Here, contemporary art is not static, neat and well-defined like in a museum or a commercial gallery, but diverse, chaotic and ambiguous, revolving around the very notion of creativity and free expression. As curator Hou Hanru has put it: “…these organizations are extremely diverse, responding to the specific cultural, economic and political conditions of their own localities and identifying the very need to be different.”
 With a keen eye of the involved artists for the drama’s of everyday human life and in challenging the dominant, mainstream culture, independent artist-run space remain the sites where art can flourish that is truly creative, critical and relevant to our time. 
Independent artist-run spaces and their artists operate with an extensive and deep knowledge of the ways of Turkish society and the changes it goes through. But Turkey’s government remains ignorant of the contribution these spaces make to the attractiveness of the city. The municipality robs the spaces of their field of inspiration which is their street and their community, plundering neighborhood after neighborhood for the sake of the market and without any concern for its original culture and inhabitants. This process will go on unhindered unless people start to talk and work together. Artists and independent art spaces can use the government as a breeding ground for criticism just like the cultural industry. Independent art spaces can make a strong claim in protecting the city’s original culture, it’s private heartbeat that is so rigorously disturbed by the on slaughter of governmental gentrification. Not only Istanbul’s government, but also it’s students, scientists and critics should open their eyes to the existence of these interesting and courageous initiatives which can teach them a great deal in combining the old with the new, the traditional with the contemporary, the familiar with the unknown. Independent artist-run spaces are professionals in dealing with change, experts in depicting everyday life and the drama’s of society. They know how to give meaning to what occurs around them. In a country willing to change while retaining its cultural legacy, they should certainly not be overlooked. 

As the contemporary art scene in Istanbul has yet to mature, independent artist-run spaces have to grow conscious of their own strength which lies in their international network, their open character and their ethical position in safeguarding the values of creativity and freedom of expression. The tragedy of the independent artist-run spaces as hopelessly trying to outrun the cultural industry may be turned around when they start questioning their running. Then they may truly become what Tan describes as “structures of resistance in prevailing economical and political conditions.”
 

“.. and if we think, after all, that the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that, from port to port, from tack to tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the colonies in search of the most precious treasures they conceal in their gardens, you will understand why the boat has not only been for our civilization, from the sixteenth century until the present, the great instrument of economic development (I have not been speaking of that today), but has been simultaneously the greatest reserve of the imagination. The ship is the heterotopia par excellence. In civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, espionage takes the place of adventure, and the police take the place of pirates.”

· Michel Foucault
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Independent artist-run spaces in Istanbul

5533

IMÇ  5. Blok No 5533, Unkapanı

Mail: imc5533@gmail.com
Website: www.imc5533.blogspot.com
Apartman Projesi

Şeh Bender Sokak No 4/1, Tünel

Mail: apartmentproject@gmail.com
Website: www.apartmentproject.com
Artık

Bankalar Caddesi, Yanık Kapı Sokak No 3/1, Karaköy
Mail: artik.mekan@gmail.com
Website: www.artikmekan.blogspot.com
BAS

Meşrutiyet Caddesi No 92A, Galatasaray

Mail: info@b-a-s.info
Website: www.b-a-s.info
Galata Perform

Buyuk Hendek Cad. No 21/2, Galata Kuledibi

Mail: galataperform@gmail.com
Website: www.galataperform.com 

Hafriyat Karaköy

Necatibey Caddesi No 79, Karaköy

E-mail: info@art-hafriyat.com
Website: www.hafriyatkarakoy.com
:mentalKLINIK

Ihlamur Nişantaşı Yolu No 33/35 D6, Topağacı

Mail: mentalklinik@mentalklinik.com
Website: www.mentalklinik.com
PiST///

Dolapdere Caddesi Dere Sokak No 12/14/16, Pangaltı

Mail: pist@pist.org.tr
Website: www.pist.org.tr
TERSHANE

Eski Kurt Kiremit Fabrikasi ici. No 5/6, Tuzla
Mail: info@tershane.org 

Website: www.tershane.org
URA

Mısır Apartmanı, Istiklal Caddesi No 165, Beyoğlu

Mail: info@ura-project.com
Website: www.ura-project.org, www.myspace.com/uraproject, www.uraistanbul.blogspot.com
Artist collectives in Istanbul
Altı Aylık

Mail: altiaylik@gmail.com
Website: www.altiaylik.blogspot.com
NOMAD

Mail: info@nomad-tv.net
Website: http://www.nomad-tv.net
Oda Projesi

Mail: oda.projest@gmail.com
Website: www.odaprojesi.org 

Other artist initiatives in Istanbul

LiST

Istanbul’s contemporary art list
Mail: list@pist.org.tr
Website: www.istanbulartlist.net
MASA

Gümüşsuyu Mahallesi Bolahenk Sokak, Kat: 2, Cihangir
Mail: sinem.kurultay@gmail.com
Website: http://masaprojesi.blogspot.com 

YAMA
The Marmara Pera Hotel, Meşrutiyet Caddesi, Tepebaşı
Mail: yama.opening@earthlink.net
Website: www.yama.com.tr 
Non-profit institutions in Istanbul
Platform Garanti Contemporary Art Center

Istiklal Caddesi No  115A, Beyoğlu 
Mail: platform@garanti.com.tr
Website: http://www.platform.garanti.com.tr
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