Interrupting techno-orientalism: counter-orientalism in art in Turkey from
Osman Hamdi to Inci Eviner

Lewis Johnson, Department of Photography

and Video, Faculty of Communications,

Bah-ekxehir University, | st &

It is my chief aim in this paper fmropose a thesis that would indicate ways in

which things made by Ottoman subjects and Turkish nationals at least since the late
nineteenth century that has been responsive to Western genres and practices of art can be
understood to fit neither with theadel of art that can be comprehended as an object
expressive of a culture nor, indeed, as the outcome of activities of a subject exercising a
power of expression that permits this sort of distribution of belonging to a culture, or
culture in general. In tation to what will necessarily be a brief, but | hope not merely
I mpressionistic consideration of work by O
which that work can be understood to contest these dominants, | want to claim that
mainstream western emtalism has been, and remains, significantly a matter of techno
orientalism. | do not have time enough today to provide thorough argumentation and
evidence for this thesis. Perhaps it is enough for now to state that | belietreethat
essentialism, otheess and absence that Timothy Murray has quite clearly outlined as
characteristic of the orient of modern Western orientalism ought, as a matter of some
importance, if not urgencyo be understood to bear on the technical and technoldyical.
The orient, asomewhere of unchanging racial or cultural essences, opposed, as passive
rather than active, static rather than mobile, emotional rather than rational, and chaotic
rather than ordered, to and by the West has been, and remains, | want to claim, a place
that is remarkable for being the site of an absence of technology and technological know

how. As | said, I shandét be bringing forwal
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might think of the doubk¢ hi nk of the Briti s hcaladtviDU. S. st
or current tensions over the nuclear programme in Iran.

Even if you were inclined to grant me my claim, now, you might want to ask,
however, how its truth had remained as unexplicit as it has. In connection with those two
cases, it might start to segtausible to suggest that this is because the Orient has also
been the site of a projection of a fantasy of a power, indeed, as most accounts of
orientalism would suggest, a guiding fantasmatic of modern enlightenment accounts of
political power, as figued in the person of the oriental despot. The orient is passive rather
than active when it is not the fantasmatic of a sovereign power that wills what it can enact
and enact what it can will, legislative and executive at once. Indeed, as recent events have
reconfirmed, the orient is oriental to the point of needing Western intervention, when it

can be figured as being ruled in this way.

Figure 1.Eu g n e DEhe Beath af $ardanapalus 182 on canvas 295 x 395 cm
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This depot cannot exactly be represented, although there are nothing other than
representans of such a figure (see figure The despot is refused to representation
(rather than simply refusing political representation), if representation is taken to mean
soamet hi ng cl ear, evident and uncontradictor )
show Sardanapalus as a sort of gaze that might be imagined to be able to summon up
anything for its field of vision. The sword that we do not quite see plunging into the
breast of the figure of the woman in the right foreground is that which, among other
meaningef f ect s, stands for the despotds al beit
imagines, enacted for his imaginable viewing pleasure.

The orient would thus bepassivity that is dominated by a dream of activity,
indeed a dream that, according to a Westerntadiower, divides against itself in
becoming active in and as freedom, a dream that would be proleptically reframed by the
example of what art, as the fregpression of freedom, would prove. In order to contend
successfully with the orientalism of this dominant modern Western and humanist notion
of art, in which a fantasy of becomuagtive is offered as the model of the means of
political seltrealizationwork by Ottoman and Turkish artists can be understood to offer
up a series of ways of passing from one instance of passivity to another. It is remarkable,
though not surprising, that passivity, social, political, economic, and indeed technical, has
steppé out of the series of terms that characterize the orient (passive, static, emotional,
chaotici a list I do not propose as comprehensive; rather as characteristic) as if to
dominate the others. In doubling itself, and stepping out of the series, it Xxm3ed
either just the passivity of the orient in itself or the orient as dominated by the West (not
that either of these have evwmplyhappened).

| proposetothink hi s al ongsi de Bl anchotdés accoun

of artisticor literay wor k as a Opassivity beyond pass
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but here it might be construed not just as an exceeding of pasalthityughthis art does

indeed contend with stereotypical understandings of what isvestern), but also as a

senseof an unoriented and unwilled passage, across a text from one moment of

passivity, or receptivity, to another. Indeed, we may take this formulation to replace the

stress on receptivity (a stress that makes of receptivity the foundation of activiig) that

so much part of the discourse of aesthetics with an activation from one instance of the

passive to another: from being remarkable as visible (what Peggy Phelan, among others,

has called dédmarkedd) not t o s oepeesentdtienal spa
but to some other instance of passivity or receptivity, some other possibility of something

else being remarkable in thisible.

Figure 2. Osman HamdiSilah Taciri Il [The Weapons Dealer II] 1908 ©n canvas 175 x 130 cm



|l nternational CongreshebvfcédeBthdygiog £0

Figure 3. K n c i . BrvExplosive Hear2002 Wallpaper with framed watercolours Dimensions variable

Axiomatically, then, we would have to characterize the experience of work by
both Osman Hamdi [ f i gred] a givihg risaxto alserignot i Evi nel
adivities, even if those activities were indeed remarkable as being drawn into
problematics of the passive. According to my thesis, what has emerged and endured as art
in Ottomantanzimatand in Turkish republican culte has effectively interrupted
orientalism, or technorientalism, by means of images that disturb and exceed the
conformity of outside with inside that sustains the modern expressivist thesis of what
being artistic is about. As | work through this perhagiber ambitious account of late
Ottoman and recent Turkish work considering the different ways in which what is
outside, but inside the frames of what has been called art, fails to expose a single,
governing sense of interiority, putting into play terofigdentity of a single culture

against one another less to generate a sense of the hybridity of {Aéestern than to
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re-open culture to a question of the communication of its terms of identity and of the
openness to what in turn exceeds them, | sleadldeking to substantiate this claim about
orientalism and technology or the technical. | shall be seeking to show, as | go along and
in conclusion, how the disturbance and excess of senses of what a body is or does is
related to and breaks with the orialigt or neeorientalist dominant of the modelling of
bodies and persons.

| hope that the ambitiousnesbmy comparison of work by Osman Hamdi and
Knci Eviner will be vindicated. It 1s a | al
contends successfully with the cornerstone of that orientalist dominant that is the
aesthetic understanding of art willtremply be docile in respect of the norms of the
types and conceptualities of art (though it would not, could not, be entirely
unrecognizable as such and still provoke contention as such &Eatkypothesithen,
initial difficulties with respect to théhesis would lead to enquiries into the ways in which
work by other Turkish, if not late Ottoman artists, use characteristics of genres of
Western art not simply in emulation or subversion, but in ways that resist this very
binary. My qualifications for rgearch into Turkish art are limited. It may be relevant,
then, to indicate that | believe that these strictures concerning passivities are not only
relevant to what is called Turkish art. Indeed, it seems it would not obviously be possible
for me, in so faas | am a Westerner, to isolate such interruptions of the dominant were
that not also possible from within the Western. My claims, then, would not only be
relevant to work made in smlled norRWestern cultures. Whether this would be because
what is reérred to as the orient is always already in the Western, | shall not pursue
directly: suffice to say, here, that the orient would be nothing less than a name for a
dream of an active mastering of something that threatens passivity (though, for sure, what

has been referred to in this way is more). Nor shall | simply claim that there are cultures
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today that are purely neWestern, if only because, in a certain sense, the notion of
culture as such cannot in and of itself resist being appropriated as p&vestern
hegemony. One may thus avoid being drawn into debates about globalization directly,
either in theoretical terms or in detail, by indicating a prior concern to expose the
hierarchies of senses of culture and identity that would make of the latteetns to
express and to localize, bmore precisely re-territorialize the former.

In pursuing this argument, | hope | shall be contributing to the aims of this
congress. | am not sure that aesthetics can bridge cultures; not, at least, withaut furthe
guestions concerning bridges (as well as aesthetics). By which | mean that the drive to
comprehend art, and, in particular, the power of art, as aesthetics brings with it a series of
problematics that may well not allow for a communication of what,eméme of art,
can be, or indeed, has already been communicated. We might try to ask, in what way
would a bridge not be an artistic work? Perhaps we may allow that bridges can or even
ought to be considered to be objects of aesthetic estimation. Mosabf witl have to
say today would bear on resistances to this as a relevant question insofar as the bridge
may seem to be too technical and scientific an object for consideration in this framework
i but in the precise sense that it seems, for that modestéi notion of art as
expression, to be too much a matter of being a work of framing, of spaces as places and
places as spaces, to be admitted as a case of a work of and for consideration as art, let
alone for aesthetics. Even for the Heidegger oftekeeey O Bui | di ng, Dwel | i
the bridge appears to be that which comes first to mind as a building that is not a
dwelling, even if, like the hangar, stadiums and power stations, it may, according to him,
be considered as 6 ing? wouléclainthatany consmdratianofr d we |
spaces in excess of places, and senses of place in excess of spaces, would interrupt this

sense of locatedness or dwelling, as the aim of a critical account of work, including the
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work of building. It would alseall into question the division between art and equipment

that sustains the exposition in 6The Ori gi |
Hei degger 6s understandingaoht edeagsestebetboaoi |
as if the questiongnof art for something other than pleasure were the key to open up art

beyond aesthetics. We might say, after Derrida, that there is no way of mentioning art as

art that simply respects the notion of the puzzle of use that something like art can be

undersbod to pose. | might also mention another Heideggerean questioning, concerning
0the essence of technology being nothing t
either, though his s en sietouodoncealenenhand) as a mo
somethinghat is indistinguishable from effects pbesisdoes, | think, inform my

thinking about the work | shall be analysing.

It is, however, once agai n, Derridads s
particularly about Ka nltregadl in eegpecboiithig congréss,t he a
iIts aim and its title. The abyssal inscrip
accounts of art as the figure from art for philosophy or the thinking of art reiterates, if
necessarily with differences, tdee mand i n Kant to pass across
domains of the concepts of nature and the
there is a foundation of wuni Criggdbeof wri t es Kal
Judgementbetweerthe sendile and the suprasensible. That grounsgrassus communis
that i s contained in freedom 6in a practic:
sure, for Kant, a figure. Or as Derrida puts it:

The bridge is a symbol, it passes from one bank to thex,aihd the symbol is a bridde.

The question that animates this conference appears to be problematic to me in just this
way, as if cultures could be localized either side of a bridging that aesthetics could bring

about for us, with a concomitant localima of the abyssal between those discrete
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cultures and their ideally autonomous agents, rather than in the interstices of any or all of
those cultures and their subjects.
Or their objects. | imagine that it is possible to learn about cultures by finding
somet hing about the preferences of peopl e |
any such knowledge is always already exposed to an unrestricted and uncontrollable play
in the sense of the term &p ares. Pastibliies,ps0 by t
we l | as meaning 6preferencesd, means somet |
partialities are undecidably greater and smaller than that for which they may be taken to
stand. As for what gets called art, | shall be treatingsbasething like an objeétwhat
is termed, i n dietaphowever, gaartotisimply, starad indot sesubied,
or be something that a subject can just take a stand about, without missing something
important about it.
Orsolshallnowtryd show in connection with work
Eviner: fromThe Weapons Dealef 1908 toAn Explosive Hearbf 2002, if not to
Evinerds more r ecenlomwbotr kBenvi Afhr avii ddpé oN cstuhcihn g
2005 (figure 4). | may not have tinbeday to comment on each of the fascinating effects
of the dvd animations of drawing that accompanied time gall dradings aBorusan
Sanat Galerin early 2006 (figure 5). Significantly, though, the insistent senseather
site of drawing other #m the gallery wall represented by the DVD video projection
suggested the imperceptibility of a frame separating present space from represented
space. As the videoed drawing came and, then, as figure went, becoming undrawn as it
were, this sense of anothegace of artistic activity alongside but appearing to disappear
into the space of the work on the gallery wall suggested to me a space of passage, in a

discontinuous series of senses of that term: a passage, like an apparently
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missing passage from a work, or an unfinished or obscured passage of a painting or
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her drawing has been recorded, via computer, from a drawing or graphics tablet. Her

handis, of course, not shown. The sense of presence of the artist, however, is as if both

more powerful, the drawing appearing as if without any effort or even exercise of the

body, and more powerless given the return of the erasing undrawing, the drawing in

reverse, disappearing. As if anticipating the fate of the wall drawings, to disappear from

10



l nternati onal CongreshebfcdeBthdgiog £0Q

the gallery walls, if not indeed the disappearance of the gallery from those walls, or even
the walls from the gallery, that institution closing down after the éxtribin which this

piece by Eviner was shown, the work drew me into its dramatizations, of girls and swings
and animals, as if into a space in which the boundaries between being active and passive,
looking, seeing and drawing, remembering anthragining, were displaced, even as

they were as if replayed and replaced, before me, on the gallery wall.

| would argue that this piece by Eviner traversed the autobiographical drive of the
use of video in art, both exposing it to the apparent criticisms ofafRgsalind Krauss
ofherwetlk nown essay of 1976, O0Video: The Aesth
from the same only to suggest a deepening of that problematic in respect of the power of
digital video apparently to fstage the work of rememberiagd forgetting that drawing
appears here (as elsewhere) to be able cofdine.digitization of the drawing, the-re
modelling of drawing as an activity of showing and representing, restages this division in
the meaning of a line, coming and going betwegaresenting something and showing
itself. The showing of the line, something that might appear to disappear into
representing something, also fails to show itself, asadelled in digital video
projection, apart from the auratic power of that technpbgif to show showing.

Between showing showing, and representing something if not somewhere else,
this work spans some of the critical challenges of contemporary visual technologies. In
the rest of this paper, |1 would like to suggest that, in ordendenstand the radical
effects, if not senses of purpose, of this work by Eviner, in its unworking of issues of the
power of visual technologies, there is an echo not only of her previous work or image
spaces and the power of the photographic, but of teeruptions of a correspondence
between imagspace and the referents and signifieds of the oriental in the work of

Osman Hamdi.

11
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In a way | think can be understood as comparable, even to the point of a
cultivation of paradoxical effects of the appearaoicéne disappearance of surface in
imagespaces, an effect that | think is persistent in work by Turkish artists (by way of an

exampl e of t hi Jgwardsehe Spheaienlf8ei figuce l6)eand which

e

Figure6.Adnan . K@ k e g p [T@wards the Sphere] 1989 Acylic on cani®® x 180 cm

should, I think, be understood as a tactic comparable to the cultivation of effects of

facture in modern European painting in so far as it reminds its viewers that they are

viewing an image, if ot with the same stress on a sense of a materiality of surface,

Ha mdi 0 s TipedMeapons Degleefers us to otherimagepaces, even oO6wit
and the same image, with the effect of interrupting the generation or reiteration of
orientalistmeanings There is nothing comparable i n H
so far as | know, as she put it to release drawing and line from the hold of \Atgptern

painting, unless there remains the effect of a sort of release of colour from palraing.

12
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thinking here of a certain thinness of the layering of paint and a sort of discontinuity of
the luminosities of colours in his work. Such a discontinuity might exacerbate the sense
of a certain nofrtommunication of the represented spaces, as in the difficiollidav

descent of the staircase and haaidibehind and as if towards the central pillail e
Weapons Dealeras well as in other passages of the painting such as the senses of space
that might be imagined ought to emerge between the Byzantine capfhtalfront left
nearground and the space beneath the staircase, or between the undecorated capital on
the central pillar and the back wall, nearer to us as it seems it might otherwise be were it
not for the extremely foreshortened wooden struts thabrefte metal bars that run

towards if not into, or even through, that central pillar.

It is tempting to imagine, beyond such norms of the effects of the coherence of
represented space or spaces, that there is a sort of play between space and dwour, of t
spatialities of colours, in Hamdi s painti|
effect in the vocabulary for Western painting: at once, a sort of effect that is at work in
aerial perspective (but as if mastered for the sake of senses of a tisstrdjuhe near
and the far) and in what is termed 61l ocal [
they are, like the green hues in the flesh of the guards, if not of the decapitated heads, in
G®r ' rHeadssof the Rebel Beys at the Mosque éfdsienerof 1866 (figure 8). The
epi stemol ogi cal presuppositions of the not/
discourses of a technical kndvaw in the production of images, that of ethnographic
diversity and of the promotion of tourism, witis hotion of the ideal nerelation to
pl ace, the o6locald | ocale of things seen, |
relation to the placeless anywhere of the Western, and, at least according to the
containment of the discontinuous effectxob | our i n the realism of

replacing of the o0l ocal 6 somewhere within

13
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Figure 7.J e an L e o HeaGk®ftHe Rebel Beys at the Mosque of El Hasar8é6 Oil on canvas
56 x 44.5 cm

How successful a formulation this might be of the double dynamics of the
spatialities of orientalism, with its sense of the orient as being an indifferent somewhere
oover thered, beyond t hieingadthersane timefan t he o c c |
imaginable series of objestenes of the reterritorialization by an active Westgpe
subject, I shall |l eave you to judge. I wani
scene of the sword ihhe Weapons Deal@as a iterruption not simply of a signification
of a barbarism of oriental punishment or of a phallic instrument of sedochistic
pl easure or, from afar, of despotic will,k6

in theHeads of the Rebel Beyke dfference between the pipe extending downwards

14
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from left to right and the sword still as if erect, ascending in the same direction), but of
the sword as instrument of bodily dismemberment. This interruption is not in favour of
another instrumentalization tfe sword that cuts. It is not quite the sword of
circumcision, though the displacement of the blurry marks that would represent a
mirroring representation of the left hand of the figure of the younger man in the white
cape and blue and gold tunic to tight of centre away from that hand may recall that
separation of a part of the male anatomy and the ideals of cultural belonging that it
represents.

Unlike circumcision, then, this undecidable passage of the painting is right on the
body of the sword, ther than right on the body of m&r rather, it would be, if that
sword were more clearly a body, rather than this mirroring representation that also blurs
what it represents, reflecting its paedlection off the outer surface of the blade of the
swom towards us. Triangulated with the inclination of other weapons and other
suggestions of space, this paeflection draws as if us close to the terms of the decision
that the figure of the younger man is apparently being called on to make. What would the
terms of that decision be? The odd dislocation of the hands towards the dramatic centre
of the picture the left hand of the older man, the dealer, raised in a gesture that appears,
as open, as rhetorical, if not religious in its heawand pointing, nbto guide the
younger, the woukldbe purchaser, in a modelling of the use of the sword; and the right
hand of the purchaser extended out in space, gripping the handle of the sword, but also
obstructing a view of the handle of the gun that sits in his banski passes through
readings that might stress a contemporary context for tttigrpiby Osman Hamdi in the
proliferation of weapons and civil disturb:
that would make of this picture a drama of generations, older and younger, paternal and

filial.

15
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It is to this latter reading that the laoard text by Wendy Shaw next tagh

painting i n Kst an bdrew attdadicheAs S8haw putitt i | recent |

In a pose taken from a photograph which the artist used in several of his works, he depicts himself

seated, orating to a young man, whizking in his reflection in the blade of a swdrd.

There is no catalogue of Hamdi 6s photo
paintings. Cezar provides us with several cases of photographic shots, of Hamdi and
others, and the paintings thatyhe s er ved. Per haps there i
standing, holding a sword or similar.
with another shot of himself sitting on the capital, given that he perhaps already had a
photograph of him sittingnia waythat might have helpettiat he had use@r another
painting,the Three Hoca Speaking at the Door of the Mogpae figures 8 & P He was
quite used to seeking to meld figure and setting, as the other photograph Cezar

reproduces that was usedtire preparation of that painting suggests. Further research

Figure 8. Photographused in preparation @sman HamdiCa mi i ¥n¢nde KmlB08K an
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