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For Art Basel OVR:20c, Galerist proposes a solo presentation of the pioneering Turkish
contemporary artist Nil Yalter’s Hommage à Marquis de Sade, 1989, considerably a
manifesto of her style from 1985 to 1993.
Nil Yalter’s search for absolute freedom is an element in all the works she produced since the
1970’s. The subject in question may be Yalter herself, or the protagonist or narrator of a story.
In both cases, a woman’s struggle for freedom and equality as an individual is present in
almost all of her works.
In this context, Yalter’s multi-media installation Hommage à Marquis de Sade, 1989 occupies
a special place in the artist’s career. This body of work is considerably a manifesto of the
artist’s style in the period from 1985 to 1993 during which she consciously emphasized her
inner journey both as a woman and an artist. Nil Yalter comments thus on these works by
stating that: “During the period in which I did this kind of [ethnocritical] work I was very active
in politics. […] until I began to feel that I needed to get away from it. […] I felt the need at this
time to give more attention to my own, personal art, which I had been developing all along.”
Yalter created this work in honor of the Marquis de Sade who rejected religious values and
materialism, and is considered the pioneer of nihilism. She exhibited it in a small church as an
in situ multi-screen installation representing the altar. This is also precisely where the act of
deconstruction begins. In this video installation, all concepts appear alongside their
complementary opposites: East-West, past-future, interior-exterior... The fluidity and
transience of cloth and water run parallel to the solidity and permanence of sculpture and
geometric forms to shape the image; and the female figure, both seductive and seduced, is
placed at the center of the image. When the artist quotes Sade –“Nothing belongs to me,
nothing originates from me”– she actually underlines the second part of this statement and
interprets it as: ‘‘[ethical, political and religious obstacles are barriers that the creative woman
(the artist) must bring down].’’

Patterns automatically drawn onto the naked female body left in the middle of scenes of ruins,
which Nil Yalter describes as “constructivist viruses”, cite the female avant-gardes of Russian
origin. The “praise” mentioned in Hommage à Marquis de Sade is not only aimed at Sade’s
own understanding of freedom, and at the self construction of the subject, but also at all
dissenters and uprisings that did or did not succeed in the making of history. From this
viewpoint, it is no coincidence that the Marquis de Sade installation was produced within the
scope of a festival organized on the occasion of the 200th anniversary of the French
Revolution. Combining two dimensional images with video, Marquis de Sade also announced
that Nil Yalter was about to switch media. From this date on, the artist produced two
dimensional works in a computer environment, and from the 90’s on she went on to create
interactive, three-dimensional work. In this sense, Yalter also carries out her own
deconstruction in the Marquis de Sade video: departing from herself, she does not only
conduct an autocritique of the creative woman, but also migrates, once again, towards new
forms.
Born in Egypt to a Turkish family, in 1938, and based in Paris since 1965, Nil Yalter is a freethinking artist driven by a strong commitment to social and political activism. Combining
painting, drawing, photography, video and collage, with performance and installation, her
diverse oeuvre is based on experience and an intuitive, emotional and physical articulation of
knowledge. Her work is built by forging subtle links between the body and mind, forms and
ideas, reality and the world of imagination, and her faith in material objects as receptacles for
the markers of individual destinies. As a Marxist-Feminist, a woman and an immigrant, much
of Yalter’s work focuses on the subjects of immigration and feminism. An interest in and
search for identity and place, then, can be said to run throughout her work.
Nil Yalter’s recent retrospective exhibitions include; MAC VAL, 2019, Hessel Museum of Art,
2019 and Museum Ludwig, 2019.
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Yalter describes her creative process as follows: “I make drawings, paintings
and photographs prior to the video. Once I have chosen the places, bodies and
objects for the shoot, I make ready the basic conditions and I give free rein to
my inspiration, my imagination, my instinct, in other words, I improvise on-site.
In the studio I work on the videotape with a paintbox and a mixing desk,
combining computer images and images of reality. The results of the earlier
stages are assembled in a place that is fraught with meaning in order to create
dynamic spaces of interpretation. On the videotape there is an interaction
between the motifs produced by the computer and the real images. In this
provisional space there is also an interaction between the videotape and the
paintings, the photos and the drawings. After that, though, each element has its
own life.”
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Installation View from Prieuré de Graville Le Havre, France, 1989

ABOUT NİL YALTER
A pioneer in the French feminist art movement of the 1970s, Nil Yalter (b. 1938, Cairo) was
educated at Robert College, the prestigious American secondary educational institution in
Istanbul. While she was engaged in dance, theatre and painting during this time, she also
practiced pantomime and travelled by foot to India as a pantomime artist. Yalter has lived in
Paris since 1965. She participated in the French counter culture and revolutionary political
movement of the late 1960s, immersing herself in the debates around gender, migrant
workers from Turkey, and other issues of the time. These social movements and ethnographic
science have influenced the artist’s videos, performances and installations from the 1970s in
the form of an idiosyncratic, pluralistic aesthetics. The influence of abstract traditions,
especially that of Russian constructivism can be observed in her paintings and digital works
since her early years. Nil Yalter’s works reflect a style that blends together all these influences
along with autobiographical elements where the personal and the political intertwine.
Nil Yalter’s works have been exhibited at institutions such as Los Angeles Museum of
Contemporary Art, National Museum of Women in the Arts (Washington, DC), Museum of
Modern Art PS1 Gallery, Contemporary Art Center (Vancouver, Canada), Musée d’Art
Moderne de la Ville de Paris and Hessel Museum of Art in New York. Her works are in the
permanent collections of Tate Modern, Istanbul Modern, Centre Pompidou, Fonds National
d’Art Contemporain, Museum Ludwig, and MAC VAL among others.
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