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BRITISH ARTIST FLEES TURKEY AFTER COLLAGE ACQUITTAL REVERSAL

British Stuckist artist, Michael Dickinson has fled Turkey after learning that his acquittal last September,  over insulting the Turkish Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan in a collage, has been overturned. 

The case gained international media coverage and the acquittal was seen as a step forward in Turkey's human rights record with positive implications for its pending EU application.
The collage "Good Boy" showed Erdogan as a dog on a stars and stripes leash.

A week ago, a late night news broadcast in Turkey said that the acquittal had been quashed and a new case against Dickinson was pending.  He said, "I was shocked.  I couldn't believe it. I was told by a woman, whose husband had seen it and I said, 'He must be dreaming.'
"I caught a plane out as soon as I could, leaving most of my possessions behind, including my books, furnishings and computer. I was sad to leave after 23 years in Turkey, but I don't fancy another taste of Turkish hospitality in incarceration."
Dickinson is expecting the trial to go ahead in absentia with his being represented by his lawyer. 

He is now staying with friends in Durham, UK, where he was born.  He said, " I came back thinking I would be safe, but I've since learnt that Britain has an extradition treaty with Turkey and that if there was a request, Britain could send me back to Turkey if they so wished. 

"I initially thought this was out of the question, but a number of highly unlikely and controversial extraditions have occurred, so I can't say I even feel secure now in the land of my birth and the land supposedly of free speech.

 "There have been controversial and unlikely extraditions, even to countries where it's known that torture is used. I would love to return to Turkey, but I would want to do so after being acquitted, not forced to return to face trial.  It has been a nightmare.  There is just one judge in the court and he decides. There is no jury system."
Charles Thomson, co-founder of the Stuckist art movement of which Dickinson is a member, has campaigned on his behalf, and said, "It seems when the media spotlight is on, Turkey becomes remarkably tolerant, and when the international press go away,  so do human rights."

Dickinson's problems began in June 2006, in an anti-Iraq War show in Istanbul run by Erkan Kaya of the Peace and Justice Coalition (BAK).  Dickinson added to his existing display of work, without Kaya's knowledge,  a collage "Best in Show", showing Erdogan as a dog being presented with a rosette by President Bush. It was seized by police.  As Kaya was facing prosecution for "insulting the dignity of the Prime Minister", an offence with a potential jail sentence, Dickinson wrote a letter to the court,  saying that it was his responsibility, not Kaya's.
Thomson, wrote to then-Prime Minister of the UK, Tony Blair, asking for intervention.  The judge who received Dickinson's letter  ruled that Dickinson would not be prosecuted, because of the unwelcome press attention involving the appeal to Blair.  Kaya would be prosecuted, however.
In September 2006, Dickinson on his own initiative went to the court for Kaya's case (which was postponed) to protest Kaya's innocence.  To draw attention, Dickinson held up outside the court a new collage "Good Boy". He was arrested and detained for 10 days in conditions he described as "horrific".  David Blunkett, then in Istanbul, intervened on his behalf.  Dickinson was released, but told he would be prosecuted for the new collage. 
In September 2007, Thomson wrote to UK Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, to ask him to intervene.  An online petition was started by US web site Mungbeing with signatories including Professor Noam Chomsky.  Dickinson's case was adjourned in October 2007 and again in March 2008.  
In September 2008, Dickinson was acquitted of any offence under article 123/5 "insulting the dignity of the prime minister". The judge said he thought that the collage was insulting according to Turkish standards, but not according to standards in the European community, and, as Turkey was trying to join the European community, a collage such as Dickinson's should not be held as a crime, so he felt he had no alternative but to acquit. 
Dickinson lost his job teaching English  at Istanbul University and found he was blacklisted by other educational establishments.  He survived by telling fortunes with runes on the street.
In June 2009, Dickinson found out that the public prosecutor had applied to the court, which had quashed the acquittal on 21 June, and ruled that he case would be heard again.  Dickinson immediately left Turkey for the UK.
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