
Istanbul

Before traveling to Istanbul, I did a lot of thinking. I had always tried very hard to wear ave-
rage dress when I visited house residents, but in Istanbul I did not know what average dress 
looked like. I was not familiar enough with Islam to know their etiquette.

I knew that Istanbul was partly in Asia and partly in Europe, but the sheer size of the city 
overwhelmed me. I did not realize how large it was until the fi rst time when I really examined 
a map. I had done a lot of traveling and had been in New York shortly before I went to Istan-
bul, but it really shocked me. Wherever I stood, whether I was on a hilltop or somewhere 
else, I looked around myself and saw nothing but city.

In the normal neighborhoods, almost only men were hanging around and having fun. I asked 
my assistant Eda where the women were. She said: “The women meet each other at home.”

It was not easy to fi nd an appropriate house in Istanbul or to gain entrance to anyone’s 
apartment. Most of the time, a guard was watching the house door and I had to get the 
house manager’s telephone number from him. Oftentimes these people had little under-
standing of art. Most of them refused to help me before they even understood what I wan-
ted.

While preparing for my trip, I did not realize that I would be in Istanbul during Ramadan, a 
religious celebration during which Muslims do not eat until nightfall. Because of that, they 
were often nervous and irritable. I would have changed my travel dates if I had known how it 
was going to be. I had to photograph at the time of day when they were fasting, when it was 
daylight.

One problem for me was that people who had modest sums of money had apartments that 
looked very rich. The middle-class makes up 10% of the population in Turkey, but that num-
ber is shrinking. Normal apartments in Istanbul are 100 m2 (1100 square feet). The living 
room traditionally has the feeling of a salon. They put a lot of energy into making it look 
good because it is here that they receive guests. People really do everything to make this 
room impress visitors. Sometimes I thought they wanted it to appear as if they had more 
belongings than they did. In some apartments they hung empty picture frames on the walls 
just because the frames looked pretty.

An Exhibition during the



The living rooms were larger in Istanbul than in the other countries. If a normal Western Eu-
ropean apartment had four chairs, the Turks had twelve to sixteen – not just wooden chairs, 
but cushioned recliners. As I mentioned, most women meet each other at home. The peo-
ple I met seemed to value family life very much there and they had very large families that 
also included their extended families (although young families almost always had only one 
child). You could see as many or more Turks with headscarves in Berlin or Hamburg than in 
Istanbul. In the countryside, this would surely be different. For a long time, students were 
not allowed to wear headscarves at the university. That was why many religious Turks wore 
wigs at the colleges, or they took their headscarves off when they entered the campus and 
put them back on immediately afterwards. (A short time after my visit, they repealed the law 
against wearing headscarves.) Surprisingly, many people thought I was Turkish when they 
saw me, which I had not anticipated while preparing my trip.

Approximately 90 to 95% of the middle-class citizens I met were in support of Turkey joining 
the EU. This was an important subject for them. I asked them why they wanted to join the 
EU and they replied that Turkish society needed this development. They wanted to continue 
moving their country in a positive direction. The Turks knew much more about the West’s 
history than I did about theirs, which was embarrassing for me.

In the apartments that I photographed, the people were very hospitable and open. They 
almost always offered me coffee or tea, but because of Ramadan they did not offer me 
anything to eat most of the time. I felt welcome and the house residents often put me in 
contact with their neighbors. They were happy to invite me into their houses, the home was 
a castle for them and they had an open-door policy. This contrasted highly with what I had 
experienced in Tallinn.
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