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{ the calligrapher } 
 
 
It seemed to us that we had sat there for a really long time, or at least that was how it was later 
described to those who were not fortunate enough to be there. We had sat there watching him for 
more than an hour, which was a long time by tourist standards, but I imagine him to have been 
sitting in the same chair for the past fifty, maybe sixty years. He must never have been young; he 
had aged overnight one day at the age of seven, the first time he held a sharpened reed in hand and 
dipped it into the liquid-less bottle of infinite ink.  
 
(I inferred this quite wildly from the interview in a Japanese travel magazine that he had offered to 
the Asians in the group in the hope that they would be fluent, and therefore impressed. I threw my 
pitiful knowledge of Japanese along with my quite-pitiful-for-someone-who’s-Chinese knowledge 
of Mandarin into the translation of the calligrapher’s myth.) 
 
We had walked in on him in the midst of lunch; the presence of tomatoes and cucumbers and 
bread embarrassed him, just as our intrusion into his world had embarrassed us. The length of the 
shop’s area was exaggerated by the narrowness of its width, which, at its widest, could only 
accommodate his desk and chairs on either side. The rest of the shop tapered off into an alley of 
sorts that appear in my mind now as entirely made out of stacks of paper, except for the space in 
which his assistant stood contemplating a scroll of traced curves. 
 
His table was neat in a haphazard sort of way. More sheets of paper, symbols of our interruption, 
found themselves at the borders. On his left was a forest – his tools grew from open-top cubes like 
leafless, branchless, barkless trees topped with purposeful black marks, arranged in what seemed to 
be no particular order (and yet he knew exactly where to look for the exact tree for the exact width 
of each stroke). I wondered if he used them all, if they were expensive, if he carved them himself, if 
any were damaged but not yet discarded. The trees seemed a part of a more ancient world, and we 
were amused to find that he also had a plastic French curve in his arsenal. 
 
Though he had already done one demonstration for us, he was more than willing to write my name 
in a language more complex than I would never know. He pondered my name with his mouth, 
pronouncing it in two different ways, essentially asking me to choose between two different 
combinations of strokes that I could not possibly envision and would never be able to read anyway. 
We watched as he dragged first a pencil across the paper very slowly, and then followed with trails 
of ink that would conceal the pencil marks in their hypnotic wake. Unlike its East Asian 
counterpart, the ink did not find its place with an intense, individualistic fluidity, but rather with a 
meditative, almost mathematical deliberation. 
 



I was the customer, but I felt indebted rather than entitled, and slightly ashamed that I was taking 
so many photos. We all thought he had a “great face” – whatever that means to whoever has ever 
witnessed one – it was later pointed out to me that most old people have “great faces” just by virtue 
of having more lines. Nevertheless, it was more than that. There was something about him that 
was at once wise and impish, with his beard emerging from beneath cheeks that were tinged with 
rose, and fragile frames perching atop a nose bridge that one would have to cross to get from eye 
to eye. Everyone was drawn to it, so everyone drew it (though he only liked one of the drawings, 
and made that sentiment clear). 
 
A few minutes before we were about to leave, while we were still mesmerized by the basic act of 
him rolling up the papyrus, fitting it in a tube, and wrapping said tube, a young woman walked in. 
She appeared to be his student, and I was surprised. Perhaps his trade had never been an exclusively 
masculine one, but perhaps he had agreed to her request after much sincere pleading on her part, a 
plausible plot for a movie that could be an Oscar contender for Best Foreign Film. 
 
On our way out, he reminded us to find him on Facebook – the man who had been sitting there 
for the past fifty, maybe sixty years. 
 
 

~ 
 
 

{ rumelihisarı } 
 
 
The water was so blue that to call it blue - four mere letters of the English alphabet - would be an 
insult. It was not the point of our visit; we had arrived at a fortress after all. But it could not be 
ignored. It was blue beyond all possible literary description, beyond the combined ability of my 
paintbrush and my cheap watercolor set, beyond the megapixels of my camera and any Photoshop 
aftermath. It was a metamorphosing blue that could only exist in moments of visual clarity that 
would be forgotten as soon as one looked away from the sea. One had to look at it constantly in 
order to hold onto it; in memories, that blue would only be an idea. 
 
The term for traditional Chinese landscape painting is shan shui (山水 ), literally meaning 
“mountain and water”. The scene of a fortress overlooking the Bosphorus strait bore no physical 
resemblance to these paintings, but yet this phrase has come to mind. At the time, as I ascended 
the dirt slopes and unassuming steps towards the main towers, the fortress felt less like a relic of a 
fallen empire’s military prestige than a geological structure that had miraculously woven itself into 
towers and stairways over several millennia. Erosion had scarred the bricks to the point of them 
resembling a rough cliff face – a mountain – that stared defiantly and reverentially back at the 
water. 
 
What further encouraged this impression was the fact that, while climbing to the structure’s higher 
points, I found myself flanked both by trees that would have been more at home in a temperate 



forest, as well as an army of wild plants. They had seen fit to reclaim a territory lost ages ago, and 
endeavored to sink their roots not only into the ground, but also into any gaps between bricks, such 
that each tower had shrubbery growing out its side. Some were trying especially hard to mount an 
assault on this colossal man-made structure, attempting to swallow the six-hundred-year-old walls 
back into the earth. They didn’t seem to mind that it would take a very long time for them to fully 
scale the walls, or that their efforts might eventually be thwarted by a humble pair of shears; they 
were relentless, and a few of them had even found the time to bloom. 
 
I felt quite brave, walking up those steps that had no railings, no support (a strange thought when 
one thinks of a fortress as a railing for the city, of sorts). Given more time, I think I might have 
traversed the entire length of the fortress walls. Reaching the top of one wall did not take much 
effort, but it still felt like a small victory for a girl born and bred in the city, whose sense of 
adventure was limited to exploring art museums in far off countries and riding on the coat tails of 
rollercoaster-motivated peer pressure.  
 
A ten-minute climb, leaving behind a trail of inquisitive Turkish children, was all it had taken to 
conquer the structure. I gratefully accepted the breeze and the Bosphorus as my deserved reward. 
 
 

~ 
 
 

{ süleymaniye mosque } 
 
 
I am not entirely sure what contributed to the feelings that I experienced upon entering the 
mosque. I can only look back now and try to understand the reasons why I felt this way, “this way” 
being the kind of sensation that someone more devout would have attributed to the presence of a 
higher being. Personally, I found it more akin to the overwhelming awe that one might feel in the 
face of a breathtaking natural landscape of undulating mountains, with a torrential waterfall or a 
particularly reflective lake thrown into the mix. What can I say – I like architecture. 
 
Undoubtedly, it must have had something to do with the experience of the "new". This is an ironic 
statement for a structure with centuries of history, but my encounters with religious architecture 
had mostly existed within the realm of Christianity and its denominations. Visiting a mosque was 
not entirely alien, but it had certainly occurred much less frequently in my life than visiting a 
cathedral (great cathedrals are slightly easier to get to than great mosques these days). In any case, I 
had never visited a mosque of such scale and intricacy, particularly one that had been built in the 
heart of the Ottoman Empire; I did not have the fatigue of someone who had seen far too many 
variations on a theme. 
 
I am conscious of my cynical attitude towards the Church when I say this – the absence of 
pedagogy was a welcome relief. Because of the prohibition of figurative representation in Islam, I 
was not surrounded by instructional iconography that sought to establish itself as some kind of 



truth. It was not as if I felt offended whenever I visited a centuries-old cathedral; in fact, I still 
enjoy visiting churches and cathedrals for the purposes of architectural appreciation. I had sat for a 
fairly long time in the beautiful Sacré-Cœur Basilica when I was in Paris later that month, moved 
by the haunting chorus of worshipping voices that echoed through its walls. But here, any image 
offered to my eyes could truly be accepted for its formalistic value, even the calligraphic script that 
crowned the domed ceiling (my visual literacy received the benefits of my linguistic illiteracy). 
 
Although this pure aesthetic appreciation implies a wholly secular experience within this religious 
structure, it almost seemed to aid something inside me that was insistently spiritual. I could not 
deny that I felt uplifted within the expanse of the compound, both inside the mosque and in its 
courtyard. I’m sure the lack of tourists helped a lot – less popular than the Aya Sofia or the Blue 
Mosque, we were allowed to bask in relative silence. But what I remember most was the whiteness 
- there was no oppressive, heavy darkness of Gothic stone through which some higher being could 
instruct one to kneel and worship. It felt open, liberated, breathable. Its scale was excessive and yet 
it somehow felt modest; it was humility in the form of an equalizing carpet, undivided by pews. 
 
I have hesitantly defined the mosques of Istanbul against the cathedrals of Europe; enough has 
been said and done over the centuries to establish this dichotomy, and here I am, perpetuating it. In 
truth, mosques can effortlessly stand on their own as amazing architectural feats, in their own vein 
of spiritual sanctuary. Perhaps the only comparison I need to make is this: the mosque’s peaceful 
grounds seemed to be utterly antithetical to the current face of Islam, so graciously constructed by 
the dangerous combination of terrorists and mass media. Seeing the mosque’s pristine form against 
the cloudless sky, its façade turned pink by the setting sun, felt to me like some sort of vindication, 
however momentary. Too bad – it remains so easy for the millions of people to forget that Islam, 
like Christianity, has always been capable of creation and destruction in equal measure. 

 
 

~ 
 
 

{ istanbul modern } 
 
 
The convenience of digital cameras and the constant presence of some kind of photographic 
equipment on me has become an excuse to have a bad memory. That is, I have been spoilt to the 
point where I do not need to struggle to remember anything very well if I can rely on visual 
reminders that exist both physically and chronologically beyond any given event, place, or object. 
When that convenience is removed from me, I am suddenly pressured to spontaneously develop a 
good memory – a mental camera to replace the digital one (I imagine that the ubiquity of cameras 
must have coincided with the ubiquity of international tourism, for how else can one hold onto a 
place that one may never again visit?).  
 
As such, the prevention of my addiction to photography-as-memory in the Istanbul Modern – a 
common policy for special exhibitions in major museums, but usually not for the entire museum – 



feels almost like a gap in my trip to Istanbul. Honestly, there is no real reason for me to feel this 
way. I can actually quite distinctly and quite effortlessly remember the layout of the museum. You 
enter, with the windows across the space opening out into the sea; on your right is the entrance to 
the permanent collection, red walls, huge abstract painting to start and a video/wall mural to end; 
on your left, the new acquisitions that included a William Kentridge piece; in front, a stairway 
leading down to the basement with the huge retrospective of a Turkish painter based in New York, 
and that ceiling of suspended books. In fact, I had manically attempted to use pen and paper in 
place of my exiled camera, scribbling down Turkish names (noting which letter ‘I’ comes with a dot 
on top and which doesn’t) and titles and making some regrettably unhelpful drawings of artworks. 
 
And yet, I can’t shake that feeling of insecurity. Every lost memory seems to be at the very least a 
missed opportunity for a good photograph, and at most a part of my life that I can’t get back. I 
appear to be experiencing some sort of separation anxiety when confronted with the possibility of 
losing the past. It is very dramatic to say that the lack of a camera precipitated an existentialist 
crisis, but I guess it did. 
 
I found that Turkish artists, too, have an inevitable relationship with the past, forged not by the act 
of photography, but simply by virtue of their birthplace. They bear the past in a different way – it is 
both burden and gift, more than two-and-a-half thousand years to grapple with, pursue, escape 
from. Being at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, a position that for so long was so beneficial to 
the city, might have even become a trap, a problem that needed to be resolved against the 
backdrop of an increasingly fractious and dichotomous world. The definition of the self is a 
constant internal struggle, what more the definition of a national identity (an increasingly foreign 
concept in an increasingly globalized and individualized world). One example of a more literal 
approach would be Ergin Inan’s mixed media painting, which incorporated printed Islamic 
calligraphy and other references to Turkish aesthetic traditions with the Western technique of oil 
painting. A more visceral piece was Cihat Burak’s Death of a Poet, an ode to the life and writings 
of Nâzım Hikmet, a revered poet who was a longtime victim of political persecution.  
 
The approaches were diverse, but all were genuine; it was a spirit that I had seen in the works of 
Southeast Asian artists who were maturing in a time of western supremacy and colonization, 
people who were trying to reconcile or react against European dominance and influence in Asia. As 
I walked through the galleries, I could name specific Southeast Asian artists that would have made 
for excellent academic comparisons. Nevertheless, is the struggle towards a national identity one 
that still continues? Is it even necessary in a world where nationalities and religions are in flux or 
even absent? Why should Turkish artists make art that is “Turkish” if, for the Jackson Pollocks and 
Chuck Closes of the art world, technique remains more important than the country in which they 
were born? 
 
Ultimately, what is the role of the artist? Who defines that role – the artist, his teachers, his 
predecessors, the people who buy his work, the institutions that commission his work, the people 
who visit his studio, the people who see his work in galleries and museums, the people who will 
never see his work… Perhaps the artist can never be defined. He can only be sincere, persistent, 
true.  


