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Speech of Mr. Ahmet Selamet, Deputy Mayor of Istanbul
at the Openıng of the New Gallery 
in the Istanbul Centre in Brussels
2 December 2008

President Van den Brande, 

Excellencies Ambassadors, 

Madame Chairwoman,

Dear press members, 

Dear friends of Istanbul,

I am honoured to be here with you tonight and to represent Dr. Kadir Topbas, the Mayor of Istanbul Municipality. We are all saddened, however, by the reason for the Mayor’s absence which Ms Gumustekin has just explained. The Mayor has asked me to convey his regrets for not being with you and also his appreciation for the friendship you have shown our city and the encouragement you all give to the Istanbul Centre in Brussels.

We have had some bad news, but we understand the challenges and are not at all in gloomy mood.  It is important that we not be distracted from our purpose to do what is right and of course the Istanbul Centre in Brussels is a right thing and worth our attention. I think if anyone still doubts Istanbul’s belief in Europe or, indeed, has doubts about Europe’s commitment to Istanbul, then they should join us at the Istanbul Centre in Brussels and witness the good will that abounds here tonight.  

The Mayor tells a story, which I am pleased to repeat, about that April when he attended the opening of this very centre, on an evening very much like tonight. On that occasion, Commissioner Rehn stood next to him and made very supportive remarks. “I looked around,” the mayor said “and I saw a sea of smiles from people who though not born in Istanbul, who felt connected to the city.” He thought to himself that if the Centre had accomplished so much had not even been open one hour, there would be no limit to what it could accomplish in the years ahead.  Looking around tonight, I now understand exactly how he felt.

The opening of the Istanbul Centre in Brussels is an important sign of the belief that Istanbul has in Europe and is a way of repaying its debt of friendship. The opening tonight of the New Gallery is another landmark. It provides the ICiB with twice the elbowroom and the opportunity to be that much more ambitious and do more adventurous things.  The New Gallery gives us the space to celebrate Istanbul European Capital of Culture 2010 and we are thinking the years even further ahead. 

We have a busy schedule tonight.  We are opening a Gallery and not one but two exhibitions. The first exhibition shows the work of both Turkish and other European artists and is a juxtaposition of words and images inspired by Istanbul – and not simply the postcard city, but a deeper exploration. The curator, Beral Madra, has been a pioneer in the world of contemporary art and we are grateful to her for letting us share her discoveries. 

Our thanks go as well to Istanbul’s Bilgi University which have loaned work from their very impressive exhibition space, santralistanbul. The works cover the post-War period in Turkey from 1950  to  2000, The exhibition doesn’t simply show how the artistic community has developed in Turkey but also how social attitudes have changed and in so many different ways been transformed.

The Istanbul Centre in Brussels is not devoted to political concerns but I suspect that the work, which it does of promoting understanding between Istanbul and the rest of Europe, is no less valuable than negotiations going on a short walk from this front door. Let me thank the ICiB staff, as well its board members. These are not just Turkish citizens but eminent Europeans who are bound by a common devotion to Istanbul. And let me thank you all again, on behalf of myself and Mayor Topbas, for your support. I wish you all an excellent evening.
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