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Preface

Every drop of paint that falls onto the water carries not only a colour, but also traces of an artistic journey through the centuries. Traditional Turkish ebru art is a discipline learned with patience, trial and error, and attentiveness, yet it is also an art of grace and surrender that comes from the heart.

Our years of experience have shown us that ebru has always enchanted both its audience and its practitioners. The way each drop of paint, sprinkled from the brush, opens on the surface of the water; the harmony of colours blending together; the transformation of circles into flowers and bouquets; the meeting of patterns formed on water with paper; and the emergence of a unique result in such a short time: all of these deeply move anyone who experiences ebru. These elements enhance its appeal and ensure that it continues to be cherished.

Traditional ebru, with its roots stretching back centuries, has survived to the present by following the same path, techniques and practices. In today’s ‘modern ebru’ in Turkey, or ‘paper marbling’ in other countries, water is often perceived as an artist’s canvas or paper. Yet the essence of traditional ebru lies in the search for balance on water, in preserving proportion and harmony, in maintaining naturalness and in transferring flowers to the tray by stylising them in the simplicity they hold in nature. The aim is to reach ‘the highest beauty’ as found in the natural world.

For this reason, every paper and pattern that emerges from the tray holds a captivating beauty for both the creator and the viewer. However, without knowing its intricacies, it is often difficult to recognise at first glance the level of mastery behind a piece. The years of training, effort, experience and practice that the artist invests within the framework of the master–apprentice relationship can be easily overlooked. Behind every successful and aesthetically pleasing result lies years of labour, trial, repetition and patience.

This book in your hands seeks to explain the enduring aesthetic principles of ebru and to offer the reader a deeper perspective when viewing a work. In this sense, to our knowledge, it is the first book to examine ebru in such detail. Through it, the subtleties of traditional ebru will reach broader audiences, and the value of this ancient art will be more fully understood. Furthermore, by introducing other artworks that can be created through ebru, the book highlights the wide, rich field of expression that this art encompasses.

At its core, learning ebru art requires observation. It has no precise mathematics; adapting to the ever-changing qualities of water, paint and tray is only possible through the experience of the master. The student learns by observing the master for years in every possible variation. Thus, conveying ebru in writing is difficult; teaching it through online methods is nearly impossible. For this reason, this book includes numerous photographs to help you understand the process, step by step.

To accurately convey each stage, the photoshoots were repeated countless times, resulting in thousands of shots. It was essential that each step be captured clearly and precisely, so that the intended process could be fully understood. To ensure variety, paints were prepared in different colours, and the shoots were redone at different times. Before shooting, several practice pieces were created to allow the solution and paints to reach their optimal working state. Since ebru varies from beginning to end, the margin for error is very narrow. Achieving harmony in the tray from the beginning to the end and presenting the photographs in a way the reader can easily understand were both challenging tasks.

In the beginning, the artworks may not appear as expected for traditional ebru; this is entirely natural. With repetition, every practitioner eventually finds their own rhythm and path. In this process, each ebru work is unique. The true beauty of ebru lies within this individual journey.

And just as in painting, ebru does not demand absolute perfection; small imperfections and variations made by the human hand are part of its vitality and natural charm.

Thus, by presenting ebru with both its techniques and its aesthetic values, this book aims to invite the reader on a journey that goes beyond transferring patterns from water to paper. As you move through its pages, in the subtle curve of a flower or in the colours appearing around a line, the heritage of the past will meet the creativity of the present.

The purpose of this book is not only to teach ebru, but also to introduce the reader to its inner discipline and its lessons of patience. From the brush striking the tray to the careful placement of paper onto the water, each step is both a ritual and a moment of contemplation. Every attempt, every piece, leaves behind a memory of practice.

Within these pages, both traditional methods and newer techniques that have developed over time are included. While step-by-step guidance is provided for students and enthusiasts, the historical and aesthetic context of the art is also presented. In this way, the book seeks to serve as both a guide and a source of inspiration.

Just as a drop of paint expands and transforms into new shapes on the water, we hope this book will inspire you to practise this art with joy, and to discover new horizons within the delicate world of ebru.
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The History of Ebru Art

Ebru, a paper-decoration technique, is created by sprinkling paints – prepared to the right consistency – onto water thickened with additives, and then transferring the design onto paper. The basic preparation phase involves mixing kitre (tragacanth) or a similar substance like carrageenan into the water through a special process to give it density and viscosity, and adjusting natural earth pigments with water and gall. After these initial steps, the artist’s main task is to bring the paints onto the water, keep them afloat and shape them without blending them together through careful adjustment and, finally, to transfer the design onto paper.

It remains a mystery who first thought of bringing together such materials as kitre, horsehair, rose stems, natural earth pigments and ox gall. Ebru is unique in that it can never be replicated exactly because it depends on countless variables, from the balance of water to the subtle adjustments of each material. In this sense, it stands apart: no work can ever be duplicated or imitated.
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Grey paint with turpentine sprinkled on an orange background, on top of which hatib motifs with minimal intervention have been dropped using black paint at roughly equal intervals (likely Hatib Mehmed Efendi).



The earliest known examples of ebru had been thought to date from the sixteenth century, based on marbled papers bearing written dates or marbled pages within dated books, as noted in the first studies on the art. More recent research, however, points to the presence of earlier examples, suggesting that ebru can be traced back to the fifteenth century. Determining such dates with certainty is only possible when relying on marbled papers that carry an inscription. While ebru can also be found in the bindings of books from much earlier periods, these volumes were often repaired over time, making it highly likely that the marbled papers were added during restoration rather than at the time of the book’s creation.

Until now, apart from a small book titled Tertîb-i Risâle-i Ebrî, historical sources have offered little detailed information on ebru. Dating back to the early seventeenth century, this manuscript discusses kitre, ebru paints, methods of preparing colours, and the adjustments required in the process. It also mentions several materials and techniques no longer used by today’s practitioners, which in themselves invite further study. Between the lines of this modest manuscript, we also encounter the names of marblers such as Şebek Mehmet Efendi (sixteenth century) and Hatib Mehmed Efendi (d. 1773).

We know very little about these master artists. We only have further details on their lives and works from the twentieth century. Hatib’s creations and the innovations he brought to ebru still remain areas in need of deeper study, and they continue to inspire ebru artists today.
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Turpentine-based circles in two different colours dropped onto a green-toned background, and on top of which large hatib motifs have been applied with very light intervention (likely Hatib Mehmed Efendi).



At a time when the art of ebru in Istanbul was on the brink of disappearance, it was revived through the efforts of Uzbek Sheikh Edhem Efendi (1829–1904) and his gifted student Necmeddin Okyay (1883–1976). In his practice, Necmeddin Okyay sought to establish a distinctly Turkish style. By studying examples of ebru preserved in manuscript collections, he succeeded in restoring the forgotten character of this ancient art. One of his most important qualities was initiating the transformation of ebru into an art form in its own right. His experiments with stylising flowers on ebru, and his introduction of this style as full compositions arranged on sheets, stand among his greatest contributions. Perhaps most significantly, his application of the core principles of Turkish-Islamic book arts to ebru – especially the etiquette, practice, signature and certification traditions of calligraphy – ensured that the art would endure, carried forward with strength and fidelity to tradition.
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A hatib piece created on an orange background, starting with circles in three different colours (Necmeddin Okyay).
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Gelgit hatib ebru executed in an unseen style by placing systematic circles using the hatib technique in a tray without a background (Necmeddin Okyay).



Mustafa Düzgünman (1920–1990), the student and nephew of Necmeddin Okyay, stands as one of the most important figures in the story of the rebirth of Turkish ebru. Through him, the art not only endured but continued to grow and develop. The values of the sole surviving lineage of traditional Turkish ebru – which had reached us from the Ottomans – were passed on to new generations through the masters he trained.
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Twin mixed-flower bouquets
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