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ABSTRACT
The Red Mansion, or Hayri Onur Yalısı, acquired by the artist’s family in the 
1930s, has been home to the Turkish sculptor and installation artist Füsun 
Onur and her sister İlhan for almost her entire life. It has a significant place 
in the artist’s career as it houses not only her life, studio, and archive, but 
also the affectionately preserved mementoes of her mother. In this article, 
we explore the role of the Red Mansion and its concentrated materiality in 
Füsun’s art and her relations with objects, her family, and her sister İlhan. We 
examine four of her artworks, which we argue are based on collaborative 
creativity and mutual care: Dollhouse (1970s), Counterpoint with Flowers 
(1982), The Dream of Abandoned Furniture (1985), and Once Upon a Time 
(2022). The interdisciplinary theoretical framework of our analysis draws upon 
care studies, family sociology, object-oriented ontology, and psychoanalysis. 
We propose that the Red Mansion and the objects therein are deeply connected 
to the artist’s unique understanding of home and family, which defines her 
work, evoking a caring world that values humans and nonhumans alike.
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Introduction

The Red Mansion, acquired by the family of the Turkish sculptor and installation 

artist Füsun Onur (b. 1937, hereafter Füsun) in the 1930s, has been her home for 

almost her entire life. It has become her exclusive home with her sister İlhan Onur 

(1929-2022, hereafter İlhan) and their cats in the last few decades. It holds a 

significant place in Füsun’s life and career. The house was originally named after 

the artist’s father, Hayri Onur, and is known as Hayri Onur Yalısı in Turkish. However, 

because of the striking appearance of its red ochre paint, it has become more 

widely known as the ‘Red Mansion’ and is also called this by the artist and her 

family. A particular type of nineteenth-century Ottoman waterside residence, the 

Red Mansion is situated in Kuzguncuk, one of the oldest neighbourhoods on the 

Asian side of the Strait of Istanbul, which has many houses of similar construction 

and style, defining the historic character of this area (see Figure 1). Over the decades, 

the neighbourhood has maintained its self-contained, quiet character and natural 

beauty, perhaps because it is cut off by the Strait on the north side and the green 

downs on the south. It was home to several artists and writers over the years 

(Dursun 2019). Due to its splendour, the Red Mansion has recently attracted many 

visitors to the area, bringing renewed attention to Füsun’s oeuvre, as well as fostering 

interest in the Onur sisters’ lives. This unique house contains not only the artist’s 

studio and archive, but also numerous memorabilia, resembling a collection of 

curiosities, which Füsun and İlhan inherited from their parents, and expanded. In 

2021, the sisters announced that they had bequeathed the Red Mansion to the 

Vehbi Koç Foundation (established by the Koç family that owns Turkey’s largest 

conglomerate of companies), who undertook to turn it into a house-museum and 

a place for artist residencies (Altunok 2021). 

However, despite this popularity, far too little scholarly attention was paid to Füsun’s 

artistic practice until the 1990s. While some research has been conducted on her 

use of unconventional materials as a way of understanding her subjectivity (Atagök 

1997; Antmen 2013; Yılmaz 2009), so far, only one study has attempted to explore 

the meaning of objects in her work (Çiçek 2021). No previous study has investigated 

the caring relationships the artist developed in her home and life as a definitive 

element in her work. To explore the intertwined relationships between Füsun’s 

artistic practice and human and nonhuman worlds, in this article, we investigate 

the role of the Red Mansion and its concentrated materiality, and Füsun’s relationship 

with objects, her family and, especially, her sister İlhan in her art, which we argue 

was based on collaborative creativity and mutual care. We explore four of her 

artworks across her enduring career: Dollhouse (1970s), Counterpoint with Flowers 



page 03 of 24Number 37, 2023	 ISSN 2617-3255

(1982), The Dream of Abandoned Furniture (1985), and Once Upon a Time (2022). 

An interdisciplinary theoretical framework guides our analysis, drawing on care 

studies, family sociology, object-oriented ontology, and psychoanalysis. Considering 

Füsun’s artistic views, expressed in her interviews, essays, and correspondence, 

together with visual and contextual analysis, we argue that the artist’s relationship 

with the Red Mansion has been definitive in her work. Her sibling affection and the 

sisters’ egalitarian and caring approach to the nonhumans of the house demonstrate 

their non-normative relational capabilities, built on a worldview that activates the 

energies inherent in all entities and beings. 

Care relationships in the family

Füsun is the youngest of three siblings born in the red three-storey wooden house, 

situated a little way from Kuzguncuk’s centre. Füsun and her older sister İlhan spent 

most of their lives there together. The Red Mansion once used to be a summer 

house for the Onur family and when Füsun was a child, they lived in Kadıköy, a 

bustling market area with working- and middle-class residents, and only spent the 

summer season in Kuzguncuk. After Füsun’s father passed away in 1951, the family 

rented out the Red Mansion to resolve their financial problems (see Figure 2). After 

1967, however, the sisters decided to settle in the house permanently, allocating 

the ground floor to the artist as a studio.1 

Hayri Onur Yalısı (Red Mansion). Photo: Sena Nur Taştekne (Arter), Kuzguncuk, İstanbul.

FIGURE	 No 1
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Füsun and İlhan’s parents cared deeply for their two daughters. As Füsun recalls, 

their mother ‘liked to dress [them], and [their] father liked to feed [them]’ (Onur 

cited in Baykal 2007:9). Throughout their formative years, the sibl ings were 

encouraged to foster their creativity, particularly by their father Hayri (?- 1951), who 

was often away for work as a shipbroker (Savaş 2008). The children were allowed 

to let their imaginations run wild and draw freely on the walls, using the art materials 

regularly provided by their father, who had a great interest in art (IKSV 2022).2 

However, the influence of their mother Nedime (?-?) on their upbringing and the 

formation of their aesthetic awareness is also irrefutable. She encouraged their 

interest in art and crafts and revelled in collecting objects herself (Brehm 2007: 

18-19). As Füsun has noted,

My mother … always kept the small things she liked, in fact, she waited 
to possess them. She [would wait] for the [shop] window to change to 
get a tiny [figurine] …, she [would ask] my father to keep a close watch 
on the shop… She would cut out the picture of a rose she liked in the 
newspaper, keep the wrapping paper of [the gifts she was given] and 

Photographs of the Onur family. Back row from left to right: İlhan, Füsun and their father 
Hayri. Middle row: Various cats the sisters owned, their brother Senih and Hayri. Front row: 
The cats, Hayri and mother Nedime. Photo: Nergis Abıyeva, 2023. 

FIGURE	 No 2
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collect colour postcards. Years later she destroyed a part of what she 
had collected because she thought people would make fun of her. And 
she started giving us the ones we liked from what remained (Onur cited 
in Baykal 2007:5). (see Figure 3)

The sisters affectionately preserved memories of their parents, especially their 

mother, by maintaining an extensive collection of objects, garments, and photographs. 

The Red Mansion contains countless drawers, cabinets and cupboards, packed 

with keepsakes, figurines (‘tiny ballerinas, horse carriages, women with umbrellas’), 

tin boxes, and the sisters’ early childhood clothes that their mother had kept (Baykal 

2007:9). They also kept family heirlooms, including ‘[old] furniture, glass cabinets, 

[framed family photographs], mirrors, porcelain plates, embroidered tulle curtains, 

needlework covers’ (Baykal 2007:2). In interviews, they pointed out that they never 

became weary ‘of what [their] mother and father had purchased; [and] didn’t want 

to replace those objects with new ones’ (Onur cited in Öztat 2014). 

Virginia Held (2006:31) defines care as an ‘activity that includes “everything that 

we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well 

as possible,” and care for objects and for the environment as well as other persons’. 

Cabinet with a collection of objects the Onur sisters inherited from their mother, Red 
Mansion. Photo: Nergis Abıyeva, 2023. 

FIGURE	 No 3



page 06 of 24Number 37, 2023	 ISSN 2617-3255

The sisters have cared equally for the objects and their companion cats who have 

lived with them over the years (whose framed photographs can be seen on display 

in the house next to family pictures): they never adopted a cat, but cats unerringly 

adopted them and made the Red Mansion their home. They have also established 

personal caring relationships with what are often seen as ‘inanimate objects’, which 

we discuss further below. The relational capacities they have developed unsettle 

patriarchal norms and social conventions across human and nonhuman worlds.

Füsun and İlhan’s caring relationship, learned from their parents, cultivates sensitivity 

to each other’s needs and ‘the needed “engrossment” with the other’ (Held 2006:32). 

Importantly, they established a non-authoritarian sistering relationship, as they 

‘retained notions of attachment and loyalty associated with non-contractual family 

relations’ (Mauthner 2005:636). Sister relationships are often described as hierarchical 

in that they operate similarly to the relationship between a parent and a child, where 

‘the older sibling teaches, dominates, and leads, while the younger sibling learns, 

submits, and follows’ (Borairi et al. 2023:110). However, Füsun and İlhan’s sisterhood 

is far removed from such hierarchical sibling relationships whose structure is often 

prescribed by the patriarchal nuclear family’s power dynamics. Predominantly based 

on a maternal genealogy, their interaction can be described as ‘peer-like’ due to 

their intimate relationship with their mother. 

Drawing on feminist ethics, Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2017:69) describes care as 

a recognition of interdependency, an essential value to existence and a condition 

of relationships in human and nonhuman worlds: ‘not only [do] relations involve 

care, care is relational per se’. Similarly, Melanie Mauthner (2005:634) argues that 

‘sistering evolves according to internal dynamics such as shifting caring and power 

relations—varying degrees of control and autonomy between sisters’. Illustrating 

this caring relationality and interdependency, the Onur sisters have ‘compromised 

and made sacrifices together’ (Onur cited in Baykal 2007:9). For example, neither 

married nor had long-term romantic partners. Single by choice, marriage or children 

did not become the focus of their lives or overshadow their sistering ties (Hallett 

2022). Moreover, İlhan put her sister first in her life and career: ‘when [Füsun] 

decided to be an artist, [she] preferred to support her’ (Abıyeva 2016) (see Figure 

4). In addition to contributing to her artistic labour, İlhan took on unwaged domestic 

labour, enabling Füsun to dedicate all her time to her artistic practice (Sönmez 

2022). İlhan’s presence in Füsun’s life and career was so essential that the artist 

has confessed, ‘If İlhan was not involved, there would not even be the photographs 

[of my works]. There would be nothing’ (Onur cited in Öztat 2014). As part of their 

collaborations, İlhan also became Füsun’s archivist, documenting her art and 
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exhibitions. Reciprocally, apart from a few years Füsun spent in the US to study 

for her master’s degree at the Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA), she always 

stood by İlhan’s side. They shared their lives for the best part of seventy years (until 

İlhan passed away in April 2022) in a caring relationship far from the hierarchical 

constraints of age, gender, and power. 

A display of photographs, including one of Füsun and İlhan together, Red Mansion. Photo: 
Nergis Abıyeva, 2023.

FIGURE	 No 4
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Collective creativity and care

In her early career as a sculpture student at the State Academy of Fine Arts in 

Istanbul (1956-1960) and as an MA student at MICA in Baltimore (1962-67), Füsun 

predominantly used clay and plaster for casting. From the early 1970s, however, 

she abandoned forms and materials that were familiar to her (Özayten 2013:66), 

and began using wood, glass, plexiglass, and styrofoam instead. She consistently 

worked with various materials, including ordinary ones from everyday life. Füsun 

‘strip[ped] them from their [function] and use[d] them as [her] notes’ (Onur cited in 

Baykal 2014:132). Any object, including miniature figurines and furniture, could 

enter her sculpture space and become a part of the work. Some of these materials 

were those that, in her own words, she had ‘seen used at home’ (Onur cited in 

Önal-Sağıroğlu 1991). Others were ‘unfamiliar’ materials that existed outside the 

Red Mansion, or those she had never seen before but felt an instant connection 

with. The artist's contact with these materials has often assumed an almost occult 

character: when she encountered them ‘they [suddenly] seemed familiar [to her]. 

It was like a moment of epiphany’ (Onur cited Önal-Sağıroğlu 1991).

In the 1970s, the Onur sisters’ caring relationship culminated in the Dollhouse, a 

three-dimensional work shaped like a miniature house (see Figure 5). Although the 

Dollhouse was exhibited in Füsun’s 2014 retrospective at Arter Gallery in Istanbul, 

she did not produce it as an artwork per se. The work stemmed from the sisters’ 

shared activity during a period of recreation when Füsun was preparing for a new 

artwork. She was playing with some miniature objects when her sister suggested 

putting them in a box: İlhan made a box, and Füsun placed the pieces inside (Öztat 

2014). Recollecting the event slightly differently in another interview, Füsun explained 

that since they had always enjoyed miniature things, the sisters settled on creating 

a model house together. Friends and acquaintances who had seen them working 

on the house brought some of the fixtures, but, by and large, it was İlhan who 

helped Füsun make the house and the objects (Özpınar 2016). Indeed, Füsun has 

acknowledged several times that her sister always supported her during the 

production and installation of her artworks, both emotionally and sometimes as a 

co-maker. Resonating with Held’s (2006:32) understanding of care, which ‘can and 

should be play and creative activity’, the sisters' collaborative process is a testament 

to their mutually caring and learning relationship, rooted in shared artistic interests 

and playfulness.
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The sisters created a dollhouse with four rooms—a large living room, a kitchen, 

a bedroom, and a bathroom—and included miniature furniture, including armchairs 

and a sofa, a single bed, appliances, cookware, and a tub. At first glance, the 

miniature house suggests several symbolic and literal references to the Red 

Mansion. As previous studies have suggested, the Red Mansion and its materiality, 

with an aura imbued with their mother's memories, might have added a distinctive 

quality to the Dollhouse as it has in many of Füsun’s works (Yılmaz 2009; Antmen 

2022). Yılmaz (2009:218-9) writes that the artist has integrated the home's collection 

of objects into her work, re-enacting the Red Mansion in various forms. Indeed, 

in the Dollhouse, the exceptionally large armchair she made to allow for room for 

her books on the side (visible in the bottom centre in Figure 6) evokes the antique 

chair with ebony and mother-of-pearl inlay in the Red Mansion. Amongst the most 

str ik ing furnishings that the ar tist devised—the large knit ted rug, the retro 

conversation sofa in a red and yellow striped fabric, and the antique stove in the 

living room—it is the latter's vintage style that most resembles the real-life equivalent 

in the Red Mansion (the blue and white ceramic stove in the studio). The collectable 

miniature kitchen cupboards and various life-size trinkets, which the Onur sisters 

display in various places in the Red Mansion, also appear in the model house: the 

similarities hint at the sentimental value it has for the sisters. Indeed, the two 

female silhouettes on the stained-glass French door of the Dollhouse suggest a 

match with the sisters themselves. 

Füsun Onur, Dollhouse, 1970s. Wood, paint, metal, ceramic. Füsun-Faruk Eczacıbaşı 
Collection. Photo: Hadiye Cangökçe.

FIGURE	 No 5
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On closer inspection, however, it is noticeable that the Dollhouse only creates an 

impression of the sisters' self-sufficient lives, as it is not only downsized in scale, 

but also offers a single-occupant version of the actual house. Moreover, the model 

house’s interior design is simpler and comparatively free of the collection of objects 

the sisters have maintained (Yılmaz 2009:218-9). Its exterior also features decorative 

plasterwork, small decorative garden lights, a pine tree in the small front garden, 

and a tiny terrace in front of the French windows, which are all elements absent 

from the Red Mansion. While İlhan tended to describe the Dollhouse as a simple 

box with objects in it (Onur cited in Öztat 2014), Füsun’s recollection of the making 

process suggests a potential line of analysis that considers the more intuitively 

conceived aspects of the work. Parallels can perhaps be drawn between the work, 

not only with the objects the Onur sisters inherited from their mother, but also the 

artist Joseph Cornell’s ‘obsessive collecting’, which famously led him to create 

boxes that assembled objects and ephemera.3 Joanna Roche (2001:11) has called 

Cornell's boxes a ‘psychic space’, and explored his friendship and correspondence 

Füsun Onur, Dollhouse, 1970s (detail). Wood, paint, metal, ceramic, Füsun-Faruk Eczacıbaşı 
Collection. Photo: Hadiye Cangökçe. 

FIGURE	 No 5
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with the artist Carolee Schneemann, who is also known to have experimented with 

boxes in the 1960s. Roche has elucidated Schneemann's 'symbolic doubling' of 

this medium as ‘vaginal space’. Packed with shards, dead birds, lights and painted-

over photographs, Schneemann's boxes indicate a deep investigation into the 

psyche and the body. Cornell and Schneemann both considered the box as a space 

to create ‘inherent controlled expression' (Roche 2001:11). Although little is known 

of their psycho-sexual pasts, the Onur sisters’ miniature house may equally be seen 

as an expression of repressed desires and emotions. Their caring relationship, 

engrossed in each other, and previously their mother, may indicate suppressed 

thoughts: one could argue that the Dollhouse alludes to sisterly affections while 

restraining the concentrated materiality of the Red Mansion and, by extension, their 

mother's emotional pull.

More than human worlds

Growing up amongst objects, the Onur sisters have long been fascinated by them. 

In addition to keeping Füsun’s early creations, such as drawings and busts, they 

retained prints, sculptures and paintings gifted to them by their friends, colleagues 

and tutors, which collectively produced a jumbled display on the walls and surfaces 

of the house (see Figure 7). Füsun’s studio also houses a myriad of objects, including 

dolls, miniature furniture, their brother Senih’s (1933-2019) childhood paintings, 

and an old television (see Figure 8). However, the wardrobes and cabinets that 

contain objects the sisters inherited from their mother, and more they have 

accumulated over the years, evoke the most ritualistic and intimate energy that 

connects them to their mother. Of these objects, her mother's postcard collection 

perhaps elicits the most affectionate memories. Füsun regards it ‘as an early treasure 

trove of images whose playfully elegant ornamentation inspired her own work’ 

(Brehm 2007:18-19). 

Cornell believed that objects spoke and related to each other in unprecedented 

ways (Roche 2001:11). In the same vein, the caring relationship Füsun and İlhan 

cultivated together in the Red Mansion extended to the nonhumans of the house. 

Instead of seeing them simply as ‘objects’ and ‘animals’, the Onur sisters seem to 

have envisioned a ‘dynamic world of active agency in which everything participates’ 

(Van Dooren cited in Puig de la Bellacasa 2017:74). They possibly considered not 

only their companion cats but also the Red Mansion’s ‘inhabitants that are not 

animals’ as kins and allies. The last work that Füsun produced before İlhan passed 

away, which was for the Turkish Pavilion at the 59th Venice Biennale in 2022, is 
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A display of paintings and sculptures gifted to Onur sisters by their friends and tutors, Red 
Mansion. Photo: Nergis Abıyeva, 2023. 

FIGURE	 No 7

View from the basement of the Red Mansion (a part of Füsun Onur’s studio). Photo: Nergis 
Abıyeva, 2023. 

FIGURE	 No 8
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an example that illuminates this distinctive world vision. Entitled Once Upon a Time, 

the immense installation included twenty-one platforms showcasing multiple 

compositions of small figurines created from wire, ping-pong balls, paper, and 

fabric (see Figure 9). Illustrating an original post-human tale written by Füsun herself, 

the work features two protagonists: a mouse called Cingöz, who is concerned 

about the climate crisis, and a cat called Zorba, who is named after the Onur 

sisters’ last cat whom they considered one of their life companions (Abıyeva 2022). 

Consisting of elaborately craf ted miniature elements, Once Upon a Time is 

reminiscent of the Dollhouse. Conceived along similar lines of an art-making process 

that is akin to a fun pastime shared between the sisters, this work also embodies 

collective creativity and caring relationships that involve more than human worlds. 

Spotlighting a cat and a mouse in this work, Füsun draws attention to how the 

climate issue impacts humans and nonhumans. In her world, things, animals, and 

humans connect through anti-hierarchical and anti-patriarchal forms of autonomous 

encounter and care. Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2017:69) sees an ‘inevitable 

interdependency essential to the existence of reliant and vulnerable beings’ in 

these kinds of kinships and alliances. Established with more than human worlds, 

they ‘become transformative connections—merging inherited and constructed 

relations’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017:73)

Füsun Onur, Once Upon a Time (detail). Installation view: Pavilion of Turkey. 59th Venice 
Biennale, 2022. Photo: Marta Tonelli. 

FIGURE	 No 9



page 14 of 24Number 37, 2023	 ISSN 2617-3255

The thing-power of the objects

Füsun has stated that, despite their magical qualities, she never used items from 

her household because of their emotional attachment (Önal-Sağıroğlu 1991). She 

has instead sought out materials inspired by the Red Mansion. As previously 

mentioned, Füsun has approached materials non-conventionally and worked with 

a wide variety of them since the 1970s. Sometimes, she avoided certain materials, 

such as wood, because the artisans who assisted her questioned her designs. At 

other times, she collected objects from friends or visited local thrift shops to find 

what she had drawn in her sketchbook. Often, she preferred working with her 

hands. Consequently, she developed an extensive catalogue of materials and a 

caring relationship with them. Her interest in objects clearly stemmed from the 

material culture Füsun had seen nurtured by her parents in the Red Mansion. 

However, the dissertation she wrote as a master's student at MICA in 1967, entitled 

‘The art object as a possible self in a possible world, publicly put forth on its own 

account as possibility of being’, could also be key to understanding the subtleties 

of this relationship. In her dissertation, with references to the writings of Walter 

Kaufmann, Georg W. F. Hegel, and Jean-Paul Sartre, Füsun has argued that ‘it is 

the consciousness that gives an art object its spiritual truth’ (Onur 1967:170). This 

view first led the artist to consider the relationship between the different sculptures 

or installation pieces. Gradually, she began creating forms that do not represent 

anything that exists, achieving autonomous objects.

In her book Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett (2009:7) elaborates on the notion of ‘thing-

power’, which she defines as the potential of objects. Challenging the very idea of 

separating things in life into ‘living lives and inanimate matter’, Bennett (2009:18) 

draws attention to inert things, writing that they could ‘have a life of their own, that 

deep within is an inexplicable vitality or energy, a moment of independence from 

and resistance to us and other bodies. A kind of thing-power.’ This concept offers 

a fresh view of objects' existence in the human world. Suggesting a ‘liveliness 

intrinsic’ to the object, Bennett (2009:4) notes that thing-power provokes affects 

in humans, although they do not bestow this quality to nonhumans. What Füsun 

calls ‘consciousness’ has compelled her to see objects (and animals) as kins and 

allies with an active agency, comparable to Bennett’s ‘thing-power’. Things command 

their own existence, which rejects the idea that the artist or anyone else has power 

over them, as they disclose themselves as ‘vivid entities'’(Bennett 2009:5). But 

objects ‘never really act alone. … [Their] agency always depends on the collaboration, 

cooperation, or interactive interference of many bodies and forces’ (Bennett 2009:21).



page 15 of 24Number 37, 2023	 ISSN 2617-3255

Abstract energy

Counterpoint with Flowers (1982) is a work that manifests the entanglements of 

humans and nonhuman others. The installation consists of three small dried trees, 

each tied to a small rock, some partially covered with tulle, together with two giant, 

synthetic red flowers, in an orchestrated composition in a room of the Taksim Art 

Gallery in Istanbul (see Figure 10). Blue translucent fabric covers the walls and the 

ceiling, suggesting the swelling blue waters of the Strait of Istanbul, bringing its 

soothing presence to the gallery. In this respect, the work can be read as an evocation 

of the Red Mansion’s rooms that were filled with reflections of light and the sea. By 

covering these huge areas with blue fabric, the artist made them an integral part 

of the work—not only as an empty space but also as a ‘vivid entity’, an object in its 

own right. As the art critic Canan Çoker (née Beykal) (1982:24) has suggested, 

The viewer assumes to have entered the exhibition space but in reality, 
they enter the space of the artist without knowing and directly begin 
living with her. The only thing left to do here is to enjoy the taste of the 
traditional seeing, watching the strange flowers in the deep blue… 
Knowingly or unknowingly… the viewer enters the artwork instead of 
the exhibition space. Therefore, in this exhibition [the artist] brings us 
to the question of ‘real space’ – time. 

Since her early works, Füsun has not conceived her pieces as detached from the 

physical space in which they are placed. Referring to sculpture as ‘spatial fantasy’ 

and describing the relationship between objects as ‘abstract energy’ (Onur 1986:95-

6; Dastarlı 2014), she has always alluded to sensations that exist beyond the 

conventional sculpture experience. Working with ‘the auras of spaces and the 

essence of objects, [she intended] to f igure out how these might relate to 

communications between people as well as individual sensibilities’ (Haydaroğlu 

2013). In Counterpoint with Flowers, by redefining the room as a distinct entity—a 

space in and of itself, a space to be experienced from within—Füsun has activated 

the agency within this massive object, which envelops and interacts with the objects 

and the visitors (humans and nonhumans). Writing about this work in 1982, Füsun 

noted that the reason she called it Counterpoint with Flowers was the prominent 

role relational capabilities played here: ‘Visual forms present themselves as if 

simultaneously graspable at a glance, only to be followed by the diachrony which 

lies within the inner relations of the work’ (Onur 1982; 2017:175). The ahistorical 

and non-representational display of the objects, including the natural and the 

artificial and the relationships between them, shows the intention of the artist to 

empower visitors to experience a transformative encounter through their own 

subjective responses.
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Discussing her works in 2001, Füsun has similarly referred to the energies in her 

work, but also denoted time in music. As she writes,

I am trying to adjust the time and space. I divide sculptures by modules 
because in painting and sculpture you cannot adjust the time, but in 
music, you can. You spend two minutes looking at a painting or a 
sculpture, but in music, you have to adjust that time whether you want 
it or not. I am making this adjustment because I love music and envy 
it. Music can activate the hidden energy within us. So I go and find the 
rhythm for it. I envy music, take its materials and elements and work 
with them (Onur 2001).

What Füsun refers to here as energy can be explained as the penetrating, surrounding 

power that she believes music possesses, a quality that she wishes her own works 

to achieve. The role of music and time is evident in many of them: in Counterpoint 

with Flowers, for example, the title borrows a western musical term. ‘Counterpoint’ 

is defined as a characteristic element that ‘combines different melodic lines’ and 

creates a time-based interplay between different units of a composition (Jackson 

2020). As an invisible layer added to Füsun’s piece, time is thus applied as a tool—

it is spread between the elements to create a relationship among them. Activating 

a previously hidden, sensorial agency that stems from the abstract energy and 

thing-power of the objects, it connects, splits, and ties all the elements. 

Füsun Onur, Counterpoint with Flowers, 1982-2014. Installation view: Through the Looking 
Glass, Arter, 2014. Curator: Emre Baykal, Photo: Murat Germen.

FIGURE	 No 9
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The objects displayed in Füsun's 1985 installation, The Dream of Abandoned 

Furniture, also embody her caring and empowering approach to human and 

nonhuman relationships (see Figure 11). Individual and household items are covered 

with fabr ics and pieces of embroidery, and dol l par ts are added to create 

compositions reminiscent of dollhouses. Consisting of pieces of furniture that seem 

to have merged—an armchair and a tablecloth, doll parts, lace and a stool, children’s 

books, toys, table legs, and photos—the artist created objects outside one's 

experience. Removed from everyday use, these objects become imaginative entities 

through an exchange of parts, mirroring a vivid realm of imagery. At the foot of a 

pedestal table, the artist placed the children's book Alice in Wonderland, one of 

the great literary examples where reality and fantasy meet, as the young woman 

protagonist journeys to a more than human wor ld. V intage postcards and 

photographs that accompany the pieces of furniture are evocative of Füsun’s 

mother’s postcard collection. A child’s bunny rabbit scissors, miniature animal 

figurines such as a zebra and a duck, a model train, and beads are attached to 

the pieces of furniture. Bennett (2009:20) has argued that thing-power calls to mind 

‘a childhood sense of the world filled with all sorts of animate beings, some human, 

some not, some organic, some not. … an efficacy of objects in excess of the human 

meanings, designs, purposes they express or serve. … a good starting point for 

thinking beyond … the dominant organizational principle of adult experience.’ This 

work seems to be recreating experiences outside adulthood that connect to a world 

that ‘acknowledges nonhuman others [that] are endowed with meaning, power and 

agency of their own’ (van Dooren cited in Puig de la Bellacasa 2017:74).

Füsun's title choice is also significant. While her recent museum retrospectives 

have referred to this work as The Dream of Old Furniture, the original title was The 

Dream of Abandoned Furniture, which we think conveys the installation's meaning 

more fully. In line with Bennett’s (2009:16) view of human-made things ‘exceeding 

their status as objects’, these unprecedented, born-again pieces appear to have 

joined forces in their recently abandoned existence (see Figure 12). Rather than 

being inconsequential, ordinary objects, they refuse to be discarded or abandoned 

as they are born anew. The poetic title conjures up the endless possibilities of 

dreams and shows Füsun’s treatment of every object to unlock its potential, its 

‘energies’. It is unclear from the title whether the dream belongs to the artist or the 

furniture re-affirms the objects’ capability of claiming agency in the world of caring 

that Füsun and İlhan created in the Red Mansion.
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Conclusion

Over the years, the Red Mansion and its human and nonhuman entanglements 

remained the creative centre of Füsun’s world. Especially from the 1970s through 

to the 1990s, there were periods packed with exhibitions, new work and a busy 

social calendar for Füsun. From her first solo exhibition in 1970 at Taksim Art Gallery 

in Istanbul to her participation in the First International Istanbul Biennial in 1987, 

the artist has been a regular contributor to the local artistic field, as well as a rising 

star in the international arena. Additionally, in the 1990s, Füsun became a part of 

a group of artist-women who engaged with contemporary conceptual aesthetics 

(see Figure 13). However, despite these engagements, Füsun's interviews and 

correspondence confirm that she maintained a level of voluntary social isolation. 

Füsun Onur, Dream of Old Furniture, 1985. Installation with old furniture, textile and various 
objects, Arter Collection, Istanbul. Installation view: Tactics of Invisibility, Arter, 2011. Curators: 
Daniela Zyman & Emre Baykal. Photo: Murat Germen.

FIGURE	 No 11
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A 1978 letter sent to her friend and fellow sculptor Cengiz Çekil (1945-2015), written 

at her mother's hospital bed, demonstrates how lonely Füsun felt even at the busiest 

times. Responding to Cengiz’s observation that a robust artistic circle did not yet 

exist in Izmir—a metropolitan city on the West coast of Turkey, where he lived and 

worked at the time—Füsun wrote in protest: ‘I hardly see anyone [any artists] in 

Istanbul. I was expecting to see you here in the summer’ (Onur 1978). Even later, 

although she and İlhan had close friends and neighbours such as Sevim Burak, a 

famous novelist who lived a few roads down from the Red Mansion, the artist 

preferred to lead what some might call a solitary life. The artist’s own words from 

much later, in 2007, highlight her attitude toward immersing in time on her own: ‘I 

have not left my house in Kuzguncuk much for years. I am nurturing my loneliness. 

Crowds disrupt my concentration. I have been creating my works while listening to 

my inner music’ (Onur cited in Atmaca 2007).

Füsun Onur, Dream of Old Furniture, 1985 (detail). Installation with old furniture, textile and 
various objects. Arter Collection, Istanbul. Installation view: This Play, Arter, 2023. Curator: 
Emre Baykal. Photo: Nergis Abıyeva. 

FIGURE	 No 11
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We believe Füsun and İlhan’s caring relationship, inherited from their parents, has 

cultivated a sensitivity that responds to the needs of others. In addition to fostering 

peer-like interactions in their interpersonal context, the sisters have cared for 

nonhumans (objects and animals) in the Red Mansion over the decades. Their close 

relationship with each other led to collaborative processes shaped by mutual 

learning and creativity. Sharing labour and authorship, whether domestic or creative, 

they amalgamated their mode of living with creative work. Dollhouse and Once 

Upon a Time embody these entangled relationships: while both manifest real-life 

connections with the Red Mansion and their (extended) family and underline the 

sisters’ concern and care for nonhuman relations, Dollhouse insinuates repressed 

emotional energies at the same time.

Füsun Onur (front row far right) with fellow artists at Yıldız Technical University during the 
preparations of the Contemporary Turkish Women Artists exhibition (Istanbul Archaeological 
Museum, 1993). Left to right: front row: Seyhun Topuz, Meriç Hızal, Ayşegül İzer Drahşan, 
Handan Börüteçene, Füsun Onur; middle row: Tomur Atagök, Emine Ceylan, Sedef Antay, 
Maggie Dannon, Bilge Alkor; back row: Hale Tenger, Nur Koçak, Candeğer Furtun. Salt 
Research NURK248, courtesy of Nur Koçak. 

FIGURE	 No 11
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Pursuing an ‘ongoing process of world making … in which all the various actors 

literally and physically are the world’ (van Dooren cited in Puig de la Bellacasa 

2017:74), Füsun’s practice has gradually placed nonhuman others centre stage. 

Over time, her art has increasingly aligned with the sisters’ inclusive and non-

authoritarian approach to persons, objects, and animals. We argued that their 

relational capabilities have unsettled normative personal attachments and society’s 

expectations across human and nonhuman worlds. Counterpoint with Flowers and 

The Dream of Abandoned Furniture were two installations that demonstrated the 

alignment of these care relationships and the reflections of this particular worldview. 

Describing an object-driven consciousness in her master’s dissertation, Füsun had 

perhaps laid claim to a new materialist thinking ahead of her time. We suggested 

that Jane Bennett's thing-power, which characterises nonhumans as actors that 

participate in the world and produce affects, is a notion that elucidates the spatial 

and temporal energy of the objects and materials with which the artist has worked. 

Füsun’s oeuvre induces sensorial connections replicating the relational world she 

has envisioned that embraces and cares for all.
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 Notes 

1.	 They continued renting out the third f loor to friends and acquaintances in the summer.

2.	 Füsun has noted that her father was not a very successful student in art classes and, as such, 
wished that his children would be able to paint.

3.	 Thanks to the audience members at the Hitting Home: Representations of the Domestic Milieu 
in Feminist Art conference (University of Johannesburg, 2022) for drawing our attention to this 
visual similarity.
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