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Two Musician Girls
 
Although he is regarded as an Orientalist painter, 
Osman Hamdi Bey’s perception of the East is 
remarkably different his Western counterparts. 
As opposed to the Western Orientalists who 
emphasize sexuality in their female figures, in 
Osman Hamdi Bey’s paintings the female figures 
are often conscious of the period of Westernization 
in the Ottoman Empire, as well as their individual 
identities and talents, and are thus open to learning 
and self-development. In a number of Osman Hamdi 
Bey’s works, the Ottoman woman is portrayed 
while playing an instrument, reading, or arranging 
the flowers in her house and she always appears 
fully clothed. In this painting, which incorporates 
architectural elements of the Bursa Green Mosque, 
apart from musical instruments like the tambur 
(lute) and the tambourine, Ottoman decorative 
elements such as rugs, woodwork, stone carving, 
and tiles complement the artist’s unique approach 
to the female identity.

What is Orientalism?
Orientalism, as a scholarly practice and a field of study, refers to the historical and cultural 
distinctions between Europe and Asia. It also refers to the specialization in the study of various 
Eastern cultures and traditions starting from the first half of the 19th century. People who 
specialize in Oriental studies are called orientalists. The term orientalist, which is used to 
describe the scholars who specialize in the languages, cultures, histories and geographical 
conditions of Eastern societies, also refers to the Western artists who chose the Eastern world 
as the subject of their work.

Questions 
1.	 What are the figures in the work doing? How do they seem to spend their free time? 
2.	 Are you also interested in music? Do you play an instrument?
3.	 Which traditional instruments do you see in the work? Please list them.
4.	 Describe the traditional architectural elements used and any detail in the decoration that 

caught your eye.

Answers
1.	 Two young women playing music together.
2.	 Student’s own answer.
3.	 A tambur (lute) and a tambourine.
4.	 Tiles, rugs, slippers, a marble balustrade, alcoves, wooden covers, etc.

Osman Hamdi Bey, 1880
Oil on canvas



23

Horror Vacui
 
From the 18th to the early 20th centuries, Romantic 
landscape paintings enjoyed great popularity. 
Depicting natural geographical features such as 
pastures, cliffs or waterfalls, such paintings were 
often intended to instill patriotism, cementing the 
national identities of emerging states or countries. 
After the advent of technologies of reproduction 
of the twentieth century, and cheap skilled labor, 
landscape and genre paintings became inexpensive 
to produce. Today, paintings of many styles by 
unknown makers of decades past are widely sold 
in flea markets or charity shops. Instead of being 
admired for their skillful artistry as they once were, 
they are often dismissed as throw-away or kitsch.

Alejandro Almanza Pereda’s Horror Vacui (2010–17) series appropriates existing Romantic-
style landscape and genre paintings sourced by the artist from within Istanbul. In the series, 
each painting is hung on the wall, with a lump of concrete stuck onto it, partially obscuring the 
image, as though part of a wall is hanging on the painting and not vice versa. Liquid concrete 
is then splattered on the painting and surrounding wall. The resulting effect is of a petit 
bourgeois interior from the last century that has been accidentally damaged by processes 
of construction. Pereda’s work can also be interpreted an allegory of the entropic forces that 
can ruin even as they build. By contrasting these depictions of outdoor space with a building 
material such as concrete, Almanza Pereda calls attention to the space-filling processes of 
human construction. The series’ title, ‘horror vacui’ – ‘fear or dislike of empty spaces’ – refers to 
a traditional visual technique of filling a pictorial plane’s negative space with detail.

Questions
1.	 What does contemporary mean?
2.	 What is contemporary art?
3.	 What could be the subjects of contemporary art?
4.	 What is an installation?
5.	 What techniques and materials are used today?
6.	 What does a conceptual framework mean?
7.	 What is your take on the relationship between man and nature today?
8.	 What are the steps you take to protect the environment?

Answers
1.	 Belonging to or occurring in the present.
2.	 Art practiced by artists who are still alive. Contemporary art is not related to a particular 

group of artists, style or technique, it simply refers to art of the present day.
3.	 Student’s own answer (it can be anything).
4.	 The term installation refers to a work of art designed specifically for any given space. An 

installation often consists of multiple components and occupies a space temporarily. 
Installations may be made of a wide variety of materials. For example, it could be an 
installation of found objects, an installation of swings or a sound installation.

5.	 Video, 3D, sound, performance, etc.

Alejandro Almanza Pereda, 2010-17
Installation
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6.	 The subject of the work is the ideas, events and concepts that are intended to be conveyed 
through the work. This work draws attention to the relationship between nature and people 
as part of the 15th Istanbul Biennial’s theme “A Good Neighbor”.

7.	 Student’s own answer.
8.	 Student’s own answer.

Activity Suggestions

Activity 1
Venue: Pera Museum, 2nd Floor  
Exhibition: Orientalist Painting Collection
Methods and Techniques: Game
Age group: 4-6
Materials: Printed versions of the works

Learning Outcome: Familiarizing with and learning about the works in the Orientalist 
Painting Collection, memory development

Method:
Match Up
The teacher prints out two scaled down versions each of the works exhibited in the museum. 
(Images of the paintings can be selected from the Pera Museum’s website.) Students form a 
circle to play a memory game and the cards prepared using the printouts of the paintings are 
placed face down. The students try to find matching pairs by turning over two cards at a time. 
If the pair of cards turned over are not the same, they are turned face down again and play 
passes to the other player. The game ends when the last pair has been picked up.

Activity 2
Venue: Pera Museum, 2nd Floor
Exhibition: Orientalist Painting Collection
Methods and Techniques: Storification, acting, role play
Age Group: 7-8
Materials: Paper, pencil

Learning Outcome: Familiarizing with and learning about the works in the Orientalist Painting 
Collection

Method:
The Stories behind Portraits
The students tour the Orientalist Painting Collection and learn about the people portrayed in 
the paintings. The teacher divides the students into groups in a way that each group represents 
a painting. The group members choose their characters from the paintings (people portrayed 
in the painting or imaginary people), then write either a background story or a story about what 
happens afterwards using what they already know about the work. Taking turns, they act out 
the story they have written in front of the painting.
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Activity 3 
Venue: Pera Museum, 2nd Floor
Exhibition: Orientalist Painting Collection
Methods and Techniques: Looking Seeing
Age Group: 7-12
Materials: Paper, colored pencils

Learning Outcome: Familiarizing with and learning about the “Tortoise Trainer”, developing 
imagination

Method:
1) Examining the Painting
The students examine Osman Hamdi Bey’s painting, the Tortoise Trainer. Students take notes 
of the items/details that they find interesting on a piece of paper. Then, they share their notes 
with their peers. 
2) The Other Side of the Tortoise Trainer
The teacher asks the students how the figure portrayed with his back turned to the viewers, 
Osman Hamdi Bey, would look like if he was facing the opposite direction. The students 
imagine themselves standing outside of the building, looking at the Tortoise Trainer from the 
other side of the window. They think about the details of this imaginary area (the facade of the 
building, its color, the environment where it is located and the natural habitat around it, etc.) 
and paint it with colored pencils. Then, they describe the scene they created to the class.

Activity 4 
Venue: Pera Museum, 2nd Floor
Exhibition: Orientalist Painting Collection
Methods and Techniques: Game, role play
Age group: 9-12
Materials: Printed versions of the works

Learning Outcome: Familiarizing with and learning about the works in the Orientalist 
Painting Collection

Method:
1) Jigsaw Puzzle
Prior to the museum visit, the teacher chooses and prints the images of a few works and cuts 
the printouts into 3-4 pieces, like a jigsaw puzzle. (Images of the paintings can be selected 
from the Pera Museum’s website.) Before the exhibition tour, the students are given the pieces 
of the selected paintings in a jumbled fashion. Each of the pieces that make up an entire work 
of art are given to different students. Students find out which painting the piece they have 
belongs to, find other students that have the missing pieces and combine the pieces of paper 
to complete the painting.
2) Role Play
Combining the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, the students form a group and recreate the painting 
using the frozen picture technique.



26

Activity 5  
Venue: Pera Museum, 2nd Floor
Exhibition: Orientalist Painting Collection
Methods and Techniques: Storification, role play
Age group: 11-12

Materials: Paper, pencil

Learning Outcome: Familiarizing with the works in the Orientalist Painting Collection, 
learning about the period they were painted in and letter writing techniques

Method:
1) Letters from the Past
The students tour the Ambassadors and Painters selection while paying attention to the 
ambassadors’ home countries and the countries where they were assigned. The teacher then 
divides the students into groups, with each group representing a country. Each group writes a 
letter to be sent to a country (to another group) portrayed in the paintings.
2) Role Play
Students choose a representative/ambassador within their group and the ambassador 
delivers the letter to the country to which it is addressed. They all play a character (king, 
queen, sultan, ambassador, guard, grand vizier, soldier, etc.) while the student playing the 
ambassador presents the letter. The role play ends after the letters are read out loud.
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