


Can and Sevda Elgiz are perhaps unusual today in 
that their collection has been formed by their own 
instinct, largely independent of the market, driven 

by their passion and appreciation for art. Now, it 
is shared with the public in the form of the Elgiz 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Istanbul. 
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C A N  A N D  S E V D A  E L G I Z



evda Elgiz begins by explaining the husband-and- 

    wife approach to acquiring art: “We buy what we love 

and what gives us pleasure.” Art advisors and consultants 

are irrelevant in the decision-making process, since the 

couple’s purpose “is not to make an investment” but rather 

to make “our own selection and buy whatever pleases us.”  

The two began collecting in the 1980s, led largely by 

Can, whose profession as an architect stirred his appreciation 

of Modern and Contemporary art. “Art loving led to art 

collecting,” he explains, adding that his desire to live with 

works that inspired and lent meaning to his life, grew over time. 

The couple’s early artistic interests were expressed through 

collecting works by Turks such as Abdurrahman Öztoprak, 

whose geometric abstract pieces are largely inspired by 

classical music scores, and Nejad Devrim, one of Turkey’s 

foremost Modernist painters and whose lyrical abstract style 

has attracted international attention. 

After years of attending art fairs and exhibitions around 

the world, the couple’s focus expanded to include works by 

international artists. This was considered a somewhat bold 

move in Istanbul at the time, particularly since experimental 

art forms, such as installations and video, were part of the 

Elgizes’ collecting scheme from the start. Sevda explains that 

in the context of the city 30 years ago, “it was really unusual 

and hard for us to explain and share the pleasure derived 

from these forms of art.” The first of the video purchases was 

Emotion in Motion by Nezaket Ekici, a Turkish performance 

artist living in Germany. The earliest collectors of Ekici’s work 

artpatron

Opening page: Can and Sevda Elgiz with some works from their collection.

Above: Abdurrahman Öztoprak. Painting 450. 2006. Mixed technique on canvas. 180 x 180 cm.

Facing page: Frank Nitsche. YOO-35. 2007. Oil on canvas. 220 x 200 cm.
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“Art loving led to art collecting.” 
– Can Elgiz

Interior view of 
Proje4L/ Elgiz 
Museum of 
Contemporary Art, 
which houses the 
Elgiz Collection.



in Turkey, the Elgizes have invited her to perform at an event 

they subsequently staged in association with the Istanbul 

Biennial in 2005.  

Home is Where the Art is

Inevitably, the scale and structure of a domestic interior 

imposed certain obstacles as far as the couple’s acquisitions 

were concerned. The Elgiz residence was built by Turkish 

architect Sedad Hakki Eldem in 1978, before the couple 

began collecting in full force. Looking out over the Bosphorus, 

the house was designed with plenty of windows to capture 

the exceptional view, with few walls for hanging paintings. In 

addition, Can’s passion for music and state-of-the-art audio 

systems meant that, in the living areas, artworks competed for 

space with speakers and high-technology equipment. “The 

display of art on the walls is not driven by aesthetic concerns; 

we use every space possible to hang paintings and transform 

the environment into an art space,” explains Sevda. “We are 

like children in a toy shop; we expand our collection because 

we love to live with artworks,” elaborates Can, adding that the 

adventure of finding a work is an absolute pleasure. “Wherever 

I travel, I have a list of galleries in that city and I try to visit them 

all,” he says, recounting how on a trip to San Francisco in 

2000 to visit their daughter, the couple visited each and every 

one of the city’s galleries. At the time, the Fraenkel Gallery had 

an exhibition of works by Richard Avedon. “I asked what else 

they had in storage and they showed me the two postcard 

sculptures by Gilbert & George that were exhibited in New 

York in 1990. We did not waste another minute and added 

them to our collection right away!” laughs Can. The couple 



“We started to buy artworks for 
our personal pleasure; we never 

had plans to form such an extensive 
collection.” – Sevda Elgiz

Gilbert & George. 
Twenty-Three 
Haunts. 2003. 
Mixed media.  
282 x 500 cm.



The Elgizes felt “a responsibility” to open
  their collection to the public and “to 
  support Turkish artists and showcase
    the work of international artists.”
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was lucky to acquire major works by Fabian Marcaccio and Gilbert 

& George which had been bought previously by collectors who 

then returned them due to spatial constraints. 

For the Elgizes, it is art which defines space, rather 

than the other way around. In order to accommodate a 

work by David Salle which was too large to come through 

the entrance of their residence, the couple dismantled 

the door frame, tore down the adjacent wall and then 

began reconstructing the house. “I am sure this work 

will never leave!” says Sevda. It is this passion that 

characterises the manner in which the couple 

collects and displays works of art.

Driven by this attitude, they have 

somewhat unintentionally formed a 

collection of national importance. “We 

started to buy artworks for our personal 

pleasure; we never had plans to form 

such an extensive collection,” explains 

Sevda. The works have been acquired 

mostly at art fairs, auctions and galleries, 

the couple preferring not to buy directly from 

the artists themselves. Fortunately for matrimonial 

harmony, husband and wife share a similar artistic vision. “We 

usually have consensus on the works we buy,” explains Sevda, although 

she notes that Can’s tastes tend to be more experimental and “sometimes 

I have to respect his particular acquisitions.” Both are mindful of not having 

favourites within the collection. Sevda asserts that “each piece has a special 

place in my heart because every one was bought with love,” while Can admits 

that, “all the works are equal in my eyes and my heart.” 

From Private to Public

The idea of transforming this vast holding into a museum occurred to them 

in the late 1990s, when, during the early stages of erecting a high-rise building, 

Can decided to retain the entrance level instead of selling it or renting it out. The 

plot was converted into an exhibition space, creating the Istanbul Contemporary 

“A collection can never be 
completed.” – Can Elgiz
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Art Museum. Can admits that as an architect and property-developer, creating a museum had “always been my 

dream”. With the couple’s collection getting “larger by the day”, and with inadequate wall space serving to 

inhibit their enjoyment of their art, the conversion of their collection to one that would benefit the public at 

large was a decision they were most happy with.

At the time, there was no Contemporary art museum in Istanbul and the government had 

no plans to create one. The Elgizes felt “a responsibility” to open their collection to the public 

and “to support Turkish artists and showcase the work of international artists.” Can felt that 

the collection should not be viewed as uniquely Turkish, nor should it be constrained 

by geography or national identity. “There aren’t any parameters or boundaries in 

our collection,” he explains. Nevertheless, it is inevitable that Turkish artists play 

a justifiably dominant role in the museum. In 2001 the couple opened their 

collection to the public in Levent, a business district on the European side of 

the city, as Proje4L–Istanbul Museum of Contemporary Art, with the purpose 

of globalising the work of Turkish artists while familiarising the visiting public 

with the work of international artists rarely seen before in the country. The 

inaugural exhibition centred on works by Turkish Contemporary artists 

prominent in the international art scene but relatively unknown in their 

homeland, among them Kutlug Ataman and Hussein Chalayan. The 

museum continues to provide opportunities for Turkish artists to 

participate in the international scene. 

Creating a museum has initiated occasions for the couple 

to enter a dialogue with similar institutions and private collectors 

worldwide. In 2008 they organised an exhibition, The Dawn of 

Tomorrow, curated by Vittorio Urbani, in which Italian collectors sent their 

favourite pieces to be hung among the Elgizes’ favourite works in an aesthetic 

dialogue between cross-cultural collections. Drawing on the Elgiz Museum, Ca’ 

Pesaro – the Museum of Modern Art in Venice – staged The Sublime Figures of The 

Leaping Heart in 2008 curated by Necmi Sönmez, in which works by Öztoprak were hung 

alongside masterpieces by Italian artists. 

In 2009 the museum moved to Maslak, Istanbul’s financial district, with its new name, The 

Elgiz Museum of Contemporary Art. With no admission charge, an extensive programme of lectures 

and seminars, and a project room reserved for temporary exhibitions by Contemporary artists, 

the institution plays a leading role in Istanbul’s burgeoning art scene. However, the eclectic and 

international collection remains a deeply personal one as the couple retains responsibility 

for acquiring works and deciding how they are hung in the museum space. Exceptions are 

made, of course, for temporary exhibitions, in which they work with 

guest curators. And, when it comes to acquisitions, Sevda explains 

that in spite of the temptation of the museum team to display new 

works, they hang first at the Elgiz residence. “We want to enjoy the 
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Louise Bourgeois. 
Head of a Lady. 
1993. Bronze with 
gold patina and 
glass eye. 25 x 25 x 
30 cm.
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“We continue to expand our collection 
with young artists and derive pleasure 
from watching... their development 
and success.” – Can Elgiz
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absolute pleasure of a new work of art; so we keep it at home 

for a while and then send it to the museum to integrate with the 

exhibitions on large walls,” says Sevda.  

Art Dialogues

The couple are quick to recognise the way in which art unites 

people across borders, as art lovers from around the world 

share a similar passion and aesthetic appreciation. “Seeing 

works by artists I love in a collection from a different country 

belonging to people unknown to me, makes me think that we 

are already friends; we have the same passions, the same 

preferences and the same way of living,” explains Sevda. 

Can and Sevda do not assess their collection according 

to the number of works it contains. “We do not like to talk 

numbers. The collection is big not because of the quantity, 

but because of the content.” The same attitude prevails when 

asked about areas of strength and weakness in the collection. 

Still, a museum of Contemporary art needs to represent 

artists whose work defines the age. Certain international 

figures, among them Tracey Emin, Cindy Sherman and Gilbert 

& George are well-represented. The couple do not look 

specifically to fill gaps in their collection and instead focus on 

discovering new artists and new works.  

“A collection can never be completed,” believes Can, 

when asked when he intends to cease acquiring art for the 

museum. “We continue to expand our collection with young 

artists and derive pleasure from watching – and participating 

in – their development and success.” For the Elgizes, the act 

of finding and first viewing a work of art is an “adventure” and 

the “most beautiful side of collecting.” As Istanbul continues 

to grow as a leading art centre, this remarkable couple are 

developing plans to expand their museum; meanwhile, the 

younger generation of the family are already starting to form 

art collections of their own.   

 For more information visit www.elgizmuseum.org

Previous spread: Bjarne Melgaard. Untitled (Purple Abstract). 2006. Oil on canvas. 200 x 303 cm.

Facing page: Karel Appel. 00048/73. 1973. Mixed media on canvas. 75 x 56 cm.

Above: 
Left: Julian Schnabel. Harold’s Always Saying Goodbye 4. 1998. Mixed media on canvas. 
201 x 170 cm.
Right: Fahrelnissa Zeid. Portrait of Furreyya. Undated. Oil on canvas. 101 x 76 cm.
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