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15TH ISTANBUL BIENNIAL

A GOOD NEIGHBOUR

My mother’s father was from Crete. During the
population exchange between Greece and Turkey
after the Greco-Turkish War (1919-22), people fled
their country, leaving everything behind, including
the sense of home, and journeyed to an unfamiliar
destination. My grandfather died at a young age, so
my memories of him are limited, but I sometimes
wonder what it was like for him to listen to Greek
music, eyes welling with tears. Those thoughts
have led me to question the concept of home—
from a physical structure with a roof and four
walls, to the culture, rituals and people who shape
an impression of belonging.

When my mother was growing up in Istanbul,
she had Greek neighbors. Her godmother was
Madame Aspasia, who had to leave years later
even though she was in love with a Turkish man.
Monsieur Jak ran a tailor’s shop, and Monsieur
Pepe sold fabrics on his trolley. September was
mackerel season, when everybody would cook
in their gardens and share food with each other.
But on September 6 and 7, 1955, the Istanbul
pogroms took place: mobs attacked the city’s
Greek minority, triggered by the false news that
the Turkish consulate in Thessaloniki had been
bombed by Greek nationals. My mother recalls
scenes on istiklal Avenue from that day, with rolls
of textiles strewn about, glass shattered, and my
grandfather offering refuge to anyone who needed
to hide. She still remembers going to Karakdy Port,
waving goodbye to her neighbors. That was the last
time she saw them.

When I heard that the 15th Istanbul Biennial,
curated by artist duo Elmgreen and Dragset
and staged across six venues, had as its theme
“a good neighbor,” I thought of the concept of
“hauntology” coined by Derrida in his 1993 book
Specters of Marx, a term that carries the baggage
of a culture losing momentum and a “nostalgia
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for lost futures.” This seems more relevant than
ever in Istanbul, with the city’s existence changing’
rapidly every day due to political quagmires

and increasingly polarized interpersonal
relationships. Hence, one of the many questions
raised during the press meeting caught my
attention: is a good neighbor just one of those
sentimental childhood memories?

As I pondered that possibility, I visited an
installation by the artist collective Yogunluk,
Located in their studio, the immersive work
positioned visitors into a small, dark, dusty
room, with uncanny sounds simulating unseen
movement and old furniture gently lighting up one
by one. Voices conversed in Greek around a big
dinner table. The floor tremored, shaking off my
nostalgia of a so-called home, and then there was
light again, pouring forth above my head. Another®
dark, anonymous home in the biennial was Pedro
Gomez-Egana’s creation, Domain of Things (2017);
with home furnishings arranged atop platforms
on five-foot stilts to form living rooms, bedrooms
and other standard areas in a home. These were
repositioned by performers who seemed like the
inhabitants of this place, hiding underground,
and whose collective agency manifested as a
political act itself. Similarly, Leander Schonweger's
installation Our Family Lost (2017), with a maze
of white-washed walls, progressively smaller
door frames, and loud sounds—Ilike violent
door knocks—bolsters the uncanny feelings of
claustrophobia and learned helplessness that we
felt in moments when we had no control over the
fate of our home city.

This idea of displacement found in homes was
expressed throughout the exhibition. At Istanbul
Modern Art Museum, Young-Jun Tak’s studio
apartment in Seoul was rendered in full scale.
The 24-square-meter, white sculpture, The Silence
and Eloquence of Objects (2017), hung upside
down from the ceiling, highlighting a journey
from childhood to early adulthood, from Seoul
to Berlin, questioning the metaphorical value of
home for humans during times of sociopolitical
uncertainty. This was echoed in a film abouta
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Metal structure, wooden panels, furniture,
sound and performance, dimensions variable.
Installation view of the 15th Istanbul

Biennial, Istanbul, 2017.

Photo by Sahir Uur Eren.

Courtesy the artist

Opposite page, bottom

ERKAN OZGEN

Wonderland (still)

2016

Single-channel HD video: 3 min 54 sec
Courtesy the artist

This page, top

BURCAK BINGOL

The Follower

2017

Ceramics and metal, 28 x 30 x 40 cm.
Installation view of the 15th Istanbul
Biennial, Istanbul, 2017.

Photo by Sahir Uur Eren.

Courtesy the artist

This page, bottom
MAHMOUD KHALED

Proposal for a Museum of an Unknown Crying Man

2017
Mixed media installation, dimensions variable.
Installation view of the 15th Istanbul

Biennial, Istanbul, 2017.

Photo by Sahir Ugur Eren.

Courtesy the artist

district and decorated with a floral motif in
homage to the greenery lost during gentrification.
Bing6l's work also made viewers think about their
simultaneous roles as audiences of others’ lives and
subjects observed by Big Brother.

The unsuccessful coup d’état in Istanbul,
Donald J. Trump’s ascendance and Bpexitall
emphasized the idea that our impact on society
often comes at a small scale, but every change
for the better, however minute, is a victory.

Also presented at Galata Greek Primary School,
Jonah Freeman and Justin Lowe’s multi-room
installation Scenario in the Shade (2015-17) is

an ethnographic overview of fictional youth
cultures in California, inspired by Herman Kahn's
speculations of technological developments from
1967 in his book The Year 2000. Entering through
a small door transported visitors to an alternate
universe, with found objects piled up in several
chambers, prompting us to consider the political
potential of underground movements.

LGBTQ issues in relation to neighbors and
homes stood as one of the most challenging
questions explored at the biennial. At ARK Kiiltiir,
Mahmoud Khaled created a fictional museum
dedicated to an imagined immigrant from Egypt.

Reviews artasiapacific.com

artasiapacific
Proposal for a Museum of an Unknown Crying Man
(2017) was inspired by the picture of weeping gay
men arrested at a boat party in Egypt in 2001.
Narration through headphones guided us through
the three-storey space as we reflected on the
experiences of the artist’s fabricated protagonist,
who hides from his neighbors, keeping curtains
drawn. As a recluse, the man was only present
via a tailor’s mannequin. Did he ever feel safe,
even at home?

That five of the biennial’s six venues were
within walking distance from each other made
visitots feel like they were exploring a local
neighborhood. These strong encounters left
imprints that lingered even after leaving the

deaf-mute child shown at Galata Greek Primary exhibition venues. Elmgreen and Dragset’s
School: Erkan Ozgen’s Wonderland (2016), which is  installation strategies for the biennial’s roster of
a strong comment on the refugee crisis caused by 56 artists offered a tight presentation, marking
war in Syria, introduces a Syrian-Kurdish boy, who  a strong contrast to this year’s Documenta and
conveys via hand gestures what he and his loved Venice Biennale. Their curatorial approach offered
ones have been through. This film speaks volumes  an intimate feeling, experienced truly as dialogue
without using any words, and was one of the most  between artist and viewer. This was shored up
outstanding works in the biennial. by the public programs—*“Chosen Families” and
The loss of a place to call home was another “Mutual Fate”—which were curated by artist Zeyno
topic addressed in the presentation. Heba Y. Amin’s  Pekiinlii and opened up even more opportunities
outstanding video shown at Galata Greek Primary for conversation.
School tells the story of a migratory stork accused Many critics of this year’s Istanbul Biennial
by Egyptian authorities of being a spy because have chastised the organizers, curators and artists
of the tracking device on its leg. Amin questions for holding back. Though overt political messaging
the normalization of paranoia in our increasingly was deliberately absent, subtle deliveries, such
surveilled world, asking: can we really trust anyone  as in the artworks mentioned in this review,
anymore? There were many opportunities to were abundant and meaningful, and hence
Opposite page, top ponder this question, such as in the presence of this exhibition was one of the most political art
PEDRO GOMEZ-EGANA Burgak Bing6l’s ceramic surveillance cameras, events that I have attended this year. The biennial
Domain of Things which were installed on the streets of Beyoglu reflected the potential of effecting change found in

individuals coming together in the name of art
to share ideas and shape each other’s views.
By participating, in Istanbul and elsewhere,
perhaps we can again become good neighbors
for one another.

NAZ CUGUOGLU

“Visit our Digital Library at library.artasiapacific.com for more coverage on
previous editions of the Istanbul Biennial.
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