
Detail from a majestic large-scale oil painting on canvas.  Titled “Ottoman Envoy to Mecca,” it was created 
in 2012 and iemporarily placed on display during the exhibit’s opening reception.

Castellani Art Museum Welcomes 
the “Istanbul Painter” 

         
Haydar Hatemi with his son, Dr. Lachin Hatemi, at 
opening of the exhibit.  

The grandeur of the Ottoman 
Empire lives again through a 
masterful exhibit at the Cas-
tellani Art Museum of Niaga-
ra University.  Sponsored by  
the University and the Turk-
ish Cultural Center of Buf-
falo, the exhibit displays the 
work of famed artist Haydar 
Hatemi, long known as the 
“Istanbul Painter.”  

Majestic oil paintings on 
canvas or board and exqui-
site portraits on fragile os-
trich eggshells (see page 12) 
dominate the exhibit.  There 
are also watercolor sketches 
and several richly enbellished 
and gilded wood tables.  All of 
this remarkable work transports visitors back to an-
other time and place, 18th and 19th century Istanbul, 
capital of the Ottoman Empire.  At its height in the 16th 
and 17th centuries, the Ottoman Empire was the most 
powerful in the world, controlling much of Southeast-
ern Europe, Northern Africa and Western Asia.  

Hatemi’s own life 
echoes the multicul-
turalism of those past 
days. According to in-
formation on placards 
accompanying the ex-
hibit, Haydar Hatemi 
grew up in a village in 
Azerbaijani, Iran.  He 
left home at the age of 
15 in order to attend 
the Tabriz School of 
Art, where he studied 
“sculpture and a tra-
ditional style of gilded 
illumination known 
as tazhib (Arabic, te-
zhip: Turkish). Later 
he trained at the Fine 
Arts Academy of Teh-

ran University with “renowned masters of classical 
Persian miniature painting Hussian Behzad and Abu 
Talib Mugimi.”

After the Iranian Revolution Hatemi emigrated to 
Turkey, where he gained his moniker as the “Istanbul 
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Painter.”  Having been “influenced by Ottoman minia-
turists and Orientalist painters -- especially nineteenth 
century Western artists who traveled to Old Istanbul 
-- Hatemi experimented with ways to combine Eastern 
and Western forms of art.”  

When Hatemi’s children left home to study 
at the University of Kentucky, he and his 
wife followed them to the US in 1997.  
Hatemi still lives in Lexington, Kentucky, 
painting “from his basement” and travel-
ing back and forth to Turkey and Qutar.  
Hatemi’s son Lachin now lives in Buffalo.  
He is currently a resident in nuclear medi-
cine at the University at Buffalo.   It is easy 
to see the pride Dr. Hatemi takes in his fa-
ther’s work.

According to Dr. Hatemi, his father has 
been painting exclusively for the Qatari 
royal family for the past 15 years. Some of 
the paintings in the exhibition belong to 
the royal family and the remaining pieces 
are part of his father’s personal collection.  The Sheikh 
of Qutar, Dr. Hatemi reports, intends upon his death 
for his palace to become a museum, with Haydar Hate-
mi’s paintings at its heart.

Hatemi’s art is esteemed not only for its grand portray-
als of the Ottoman Empire but for its cosmopolitan na-
ture and universal message. As the exhibition’s plac-
ard states, “Blending his many influences -- Persian 
and Ottoman; Eastern and Western; Iranian, Turkish, 
and American, Hatemi wishes to encourage mutual 
understanding between diverse groups of people.  In 
the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, he created 

a series of miniature paintings he named 
‘Stories of the Messengers’ that illus-
trated common teachings found in four 
sacred texts -- the Torah (Judaism), the 
Qur’an (Islam), the Bible (Christianity), 
and the Avesta (Zoroastrianism).  Con-
sistent throughout his work, Hatemi ex-
plores themes of tolerance and cultural 
co-existence.”

The exhibition was organized by Dr. 
Mustafa Gokcek, professor of history at 
Niagara University.  At a 2009 exhibit of 
Hatemi’s work in Kentucky, Dr. Gokcek 
had delivered an address on “peace-
ful coexistence during Ottoman times.”  
When Lachin Hatemi moved to Buffalo 

eight months ago, Dr. Gokcek suggested it was time to 
bring the exhibit to Western New York.  Both men met 
with Castellani curator Carrie Hertz, and the happy 
result is this exquisite exhibit at Niagara University.  

Well over a hundred people attended the opening re-
ception on March 18.  Turkish food and musicians 
playing traditional instruments provided a fitting 
background for the grand event.  The exhibit will be 
on view through May 27.                                            

Painted table, elaborately embellished and 
gilded.

   Dr. Mustafa Gokcek,
  exhibit organizer

                          Continued pages 14-15

EB photos.

Continued from page 12

“View of the Black Sea,” 2011, one of a series of 
depictions of Istanbul as if seen from an imag-
ined palace window. Oil on board with gold leaf.
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Three beautifully painted and fragile 
ostrich eggshells.  Several dozen eggs 
are on display in the exhibit.  

Hatemi uses very fine brushes, with 
only a few bristles, to paint exquisite 
portraits on the eggshells.  Many fea-
ture the faces of past sultans; others 
depict scenes from ordinary life.

Dr. Hatemi, what was it like growing up
 as the son of a famous painter?

It was a very pleasant experience. Our house 
always had visitors from far locales who were 
collectors of my father's artwork. Academi-
cians from all over the world, businessmen, 
doctors and some sheiks from the Middle East 
were constant visitors in our house. Even the 
Queen of Persia, Farrah Diba, was his fan.

Did you learn painting from him?

I tried to paint with my father in his studio, but his art-
work is incredibly detail-oriented and time consuming, 
and I never had the patience to take up his painting 
style. Unfortunately, his artistic technique, which had 
been preserved for many centuries before him, does 

not have any new followers. Most of my father’s 
apprentices never got to the point he did.  So 
he is the only one who still paints in the tradi-
tional Ottoman style.  He created this exhibit 
to introduce people to the grandeur of the Ot-
toman Empire.

Is your father the only artist 
to paint on ostrich eggshells?  

Yes, he is.  My father chose ostrich eggs due to 
their unique form, dimensions and porcelain-
like quality.  We buy them from ostrich farms 

in Arizona and they come already drained of their con-
tents (through a hole under the eggs). My father pre-
pares the surfaces with a very fine sandpaper to make 
them ready for painting.  The eggs are really fragile, 
and today I broke one of them.                                               

Questions for the artist’s son

haydar hatemi’s ostriCh egg paintings

Dr Lachin Hatemi
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Haydar Hatemi’s “The Water Fountain,” watercolor on paper, 2001.  (After Amadeo 
Preziosi’s (1816-1882) “A Man and Woman at the Fountain.”)

Several watercolors in the exhibit depict acts of charity or gifts to the community 
from wealthy elites in Ottoman times.  The bestowal of public water fountains, like 
that shown above, provided free drinking water and a social gathering place for 
ordinary people.                                                                                                                     
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