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ABSTRACT

CRUISING MARYAM SAHINYAN’S PHOTOGRAPHIC ARCHIVE:
INTERTWINING MEANINGS OF THE ARCHIVE BETWEEN THE
PERSONAL AND THE PUBLIC

ENIS DEMIRER
CULTURAL STUDIES M.A. THESIS, JULY 2022

Thesis Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Hiilya Adak

Keywords: archive, vernacular photography, afterlives, transtemporality, queer

Originally produced to be used in personal and private settings, studio photographs
from Maryam Sahinyan’s (1911-1996) archive now pursue new lives as they circulate
publicly. In this thesis which is mainly motivated by the question of the significance
of Maryam Sahinyan’s studio photographic archive in its contemporary contexts,
I follow the photographs from this archive in their afterlives. In this respect, the
thesis takes Maryam Sahinyan’s archive as a point of departure, and rather than
employing a historicist lens to excavate the singular histories that the photographs
from the archive evoke, it focuses on the various new meanings they gain within
a transtemporal context. Suggesting that the conditions in which the archive had
come into being crucially inform the contemporary ways in which it is being re-
ceived, the thesis focuses first on the socio-historical setting of its formation before
investigating the cultural and political contexts within which it was revealed to the
public. Emphasising the irreducible gap between the original contexts of the stu-
dio photographs in the archive and the belated contexts in which they circulate
recently, the thesis suggests that the significance of the archive in the present can
only be grasped if it is considered through a transtemporal and trans-spatial lens. It
also suggests that we consider such archives as dynamic (infra)structures on which
we depend in order to creatively engage with certain pasts, and localities, and to
imagine different futures.
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OZET

MARYAM SAHINYAN'IN STUDYO FOTOGRAF ARSIVINDE CARKA
CIKMAK: KISISELLE KAMUSAL ARASINDA ARSIVIN iC ICE GECEN
ANLAMLARI

ENIS DEMIRER
KULTUREL CALISMALAR YUKSEK LISANS TEZI, TEMMUZ 2022

Tez Danigmani: Dog¢. Dr. Hilya Adak

Anahtar Kelimeler: argiv, vernakiiler fotograf, ardil yasamlar, zamanlararasilik,

kuir

Maryam Sahinyanin (1911-1996) arsivinde karsimiza ¢ikan, aslen kigisel ve ozel
baglamlarda kullanilmak tizere iiretilmig olan stiidyo fotograflari, bugiin kamusal
alanda dolagim halinde yeni yasamlar stiriiyorlar. Maryam Sahinyan’in stiidyo fo-
tograf argivinin giincel baglamlar:1 i¢indeki anlamlarinin neler olabilecegi sorusun-
dan yola ¢ikan bu tezde, arsivdeki fotograflarin 6zellikle giintimtzdeki yaraticit kul-
lanimlar: iizerinden bu ardil yagamlarinin izini siirtiyorum. Bu baglamda Maryam
Sahinyan’in arsivini bir baglangic noktasi olarak ele alan tez, arsivdeki fotograflarin
cagristirdign tekil tarihleri ortaya cikarmayir amaglayan tarihselci bir bakig kullan-
mak yerine, bu fotograflarin zamanlararasi bir baglamda edindikleri yeni anlam-
larin pesinden gidiyor. Arsivin olustugu kosullarin giincel alimlams bi¢imlerini
onemli bi¢gimlerde gekillendirdigini savunan tez, bu nedenle argivin kamuyla bulug-
tugu kiiltirel ve politik baglamlari irdelemeden 6nce arsivin ortaya ¢iktigi toplumsal
ve tarihsel baglama egiliyor. Tez, arsivdeki stiidyo fotograflarinin geldikleri birincil
baglamlar ile bugiin gecikmis bir sekilde alimlandiklari yeni baglamlar arasindaki
giderilemez boslugu vurgulayarak, argivin giiniimiizdeki anlamlarinin ancak zaman
ve mekanlararasi bir bakig yoluyla kavranabilecegini iddia ediyor. Bu baglamda tez,
bu gibi argivleri belirli ge¢mislerle ve mekanlarla yaratici gekillerde iligkilenirken
ve farkli gelecekler tahayyiil ederken dayandigimiz dinamik (alt)yapilar olarak ele
almay1 oneriyor.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 How I Arrived at this Topic?

Maryam “ahinyan and her archive rst came to my attention in late 2019 while

| was reading about Cins Ad mlar [Curious Steps], a queer-feminist memory walk
project organised by a curious group of students and faculty from the Gender and
Women's Studies Center of Excellence (SUGender) at Sabanc University, Istanbul.
The co-written piece | was reading (Abiral et al. 2019) sparked a deep interest in me
both for Maryam “ahinyan and her archive, and for the creative and experimental
methodologies that were being o ered by this group of students and faculty, who
seemed to be going after di erent and more embodied ways of engaging with the
memories of the past and seeking otherwise means to attend to the traces of such
pasts. In this respect, this current thesis can be seen as an outgrowth of these initial
encounters, and can also be considered as a response to them.

Soon after this initial encounter, | realised that we had a copy of the book Foto
Galatasaray: Studio Practice by Maryam “ahinyan (Sertta® 2011), published by
Aras Publishing House at my family house, which, to date had escaped my atten-
tion. Foto Galatasaray o ers the rst and the only extensive collection of pho-
tographs from Maryam “ahinyan's archive, which was published in tandem with the
rst ever exhibit on the work of Maryam “ahinyan, held at SALT Galata, Istanbul
between late 2011 and early 2012. | remember being struck and mesmerised by the
photographs in the book at rst sight. At rst, it was especially the multitude of
representations of non-normative gender and sexualities in the archive that struck
me, which generated a strange feeling of a nity. They felt like a window opening to
a whole new world, and at the time | did my rst cruise among these pictures, |
was sure that | wanted to write about my encounter, in an e ort to make sense of it
in the rst place. As | looked deeper and longer into these pictures, | started ques-
tioning the reasons why | was drawn into them. In this respect, my initial curiosity



in Maryam “ahinyan's photography has not been shaped as an exclusive interest in
her story, but it has rather happened around the question of what her photographs
were doing to me.

As | started looking for other people's reactions to these photographs, | realised that
| was not alone in my fascination with Maryam “ahinyan's archive. In fact, since the
story of Maryam “ahinyan and her archive was revealed to the public in 2011, vari-
ous creative engagements with Maryam “ahinyan and her photographs by di erent
actors have been taking place. The range of actors that have been engaging with
this archive and its producer include artists, independent researchers, archivists,
but also the curious members of a wider public, whose engagements take place in
more intangible forms such as disseminating and reacting to Maryam “ahinyan’s
photographs on online platforms. As | navigated through these contemporary en-
gagements with Maryam “ahinyan's archive, | started to realise that they might
constitute an important entry point for an academic discussion of the archive and
the stories that it carry.

My choice of this focus has also been informed by the impossibilities that an exclusive
emphasis on the archive itself suggested at an earlier phase in my formulation of the
research agenda. Like many other spectators of this archive, | also initially felt that
these photographs all had very important and curious stories to communicate, and |
had a trust in these images as photographs that would provide incontestable visual
traces from a certain past, and would reveal so many truths about the period they
belonged to in their own right. Soon, | realised that | was wrong in such assumptions
and in delegating so much responsibility over these photographs to communicate me
truths in a conventional sense. In light of this realisation Maryam “ahinyan's archive
started presenting itself to me as an excess and as an impossibility, both at the same
time. It is composed of about 200,000 images with visual traces of approximately 1
million individuals whose path has crossed with “ahinyan's Foto Galatasaray during
the years she operated it, and hence presents an invaluable visual resource. Yet, in
the absence of any accompanying evidence or stories, it is often impossible to know
more about these individuals beyond their pictures taken by Maryam “ahinyan. In
this respect, for the one who looks at these pictures, they hint not at a readily
available knowledge but rather at an immensity of unknowables.

My story of initial excitement and the subsequent trouble with the photographs in
Maryam “ahinyan'’s archive carry a curious parallel to a story that Marianne Hirsch
and Leo Spitzer recount, in which they nd a picture of Hirsch's parents in their
family archive and digitally enlarge it, hoping to excavate historical data from it
about being a Jewish in 1942 in a town in Romania, but get subsequently frustrated



by the photograph as the bigger it gets it not only fails to provide them with what
they want but also grows more mystery around itself (Hirsch and Spitzer 2006).
Faced with the aws of photography in providing accurate historical evidence, Hirsch
and Spitzer turn to consider the photograph not as a historical document in and of
itself, but rather as a tool that a ectively bridges the past it claims to represent and
the desires of Hirsch and Spitzer in dealing with it. Following a similar trajectory,
what | do in this thesis is not a historical engagement with Maryam “ahinyan and
her archive, that aims to make sense of them exclusively within their own contexts.
Instead, what | suggest is that the signi cance of Maryam “ahinyan and her archive
relies in the trans-temporal and trans-spatial setting of their reception in which the
conditions and motivations of its production and the anxieties and desires of our
time gets connected through a liative links, which connect the fragments of time
and space caused by the entangled processes of power in creative ways.

In this respect, both the context in which this archive had been produced and that
in which it is being received inform my discussion in crucial ways. In this thesis
which | imagine to be doing a work of feminist pearl diving into an endless ocean of
intertwined meanings and residues of fragmentation following the conceptualisation
of Linda Zerilli, I nd it important to attend to each fragment that crosses my
way (Zerilli 2021). While Maryam “ahinyan received a good deal of attention and
continues to receive so among various audiences, there has not been signi cant
scholarly engagements with her work. 1 think it is not due to a lack of scholarly
interest in the signi cance of her work but rather due to the various limitations
for a scholarly work that her work entails. In fact, many people have articulated a
cautious curiosity when | told them | was working on Maryam “ahinyan, asking me
for quite understandable reasons how working on such a topic about which we have
so little and dispersed amount of sources would be possible. In this respect | hope,
my thesis will make a case for the possibility, importance, and the signi cance of
such scholarly engagements with fragments.

Looking back at the fragments of the past through the mediation of equally frag-
mented photographs of Maryam “ahinyan, one nds itself in a position that alludes

to Walter Benjamin's angel of history (Benjamin 2015). Her photographs hint at the
ever-growing piles of wreckage along the way of history's procession, and in looking
at them one feels the helpless urge to recover from the catastrophe that this forceful
progress generates. These photographs are not only reminding us of what was the
cost of time's progression, but also as the creative engagements with them that |
will be discussing imply, provide us some important tools through which we can
attend to these costs, and navigate our ways in this catastrophe. Like the angel of
history, we never directly face the future, but instead we have these photographs of
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Maryam “ahinyan as profane illuminations from the past, which can help lighting
our imagination about what might be the other possibilities awaiting in the future.

Written under an aggravatingly hostile sociopolitical atmosphere which continues
constantly to add up to the piles of wreckage of the catastrophe of historical progres-
sion, Maryam “ahniyan's archive provided me a refuge along the way throughout
this thesis. Under the stark circumstances of racism, ever-increasing xenophobic
sentiments, and pervasive homophobia and transphobia, engaging with an array of
vernacular photographs which prick the con gurations of violence by reminding us
of the possibilities of otherwise seems particularly signi cant and urgent. Infused
with ordinary a ects to borrow the term from Kathleen Stewart, vernacular pho-
tographs in Maryam “ahinyan's archive directs our attention to the potentialities
that the discarded realms of the everyday and the inconsequential carry for engaging
with extraordinary issues that our present entails (Stewart 2007).

1.2 Limitations and the Agenda of Research

My research agenda has been shaped by the various limitations on the research on
Maryam “ahinyan and her archive, and this is why | discuss both limitations and the
agenda under one heading. First and foremost, the knowledge one can obtain about
Maryam “ahinyan's life itself and the subjects she photographed at her studio is quite
limited as neither of these gures are alive anymore and it is virtually impossible to
trace them. An inconclusiveness is eminent to any e ort aiming to narrate a story
of Maryam “ahinyan, and this well extends to the subjects she photographed. Even
though “ahinyan kept a very systematic and extensive archive of her work, which
formed the basis of what we have from her studio practice today, her photographic
archive is not accompanied by other means of resources such as record books that
she would have kept of her clients and alike, which makes it ultimately impossible to
know the names and other details about those we see depicted in her photographs.
In her introduction to Foto Galatasaray Karin Karaka3l also acknowledges that
the missing of the record books from the studio creates an immensity of elusiveness
(Karaka3l 2011b, 18). Given those limitations, Maryam “ahinyan's archive presents
itself to the researcher in form of both a curious representational excess, and as an
equally curious impossibility, which in the end became one of the main sources of
my excitement about it. Following Karaka3l 's suggestion that the elusiveness of the
archive makes one to recover lost possibilities of [other] ways of living that the
photographs within the archive suggest rather gropingly (Ibid.), | suggest that we
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think of this practice of groping recovery in terms of cruising and argue that the
pervasive unknowability related to the archive also occasions alternative creative
ways of engagement with it in the end.

Adding up to those limitations is the inaccessibility of the digitalised archive itself,
which, despite being digitalised with a rhetoric of making it available and openly
accessible for public use in 2011, is not accessible today. My attempts at accessing
the archive at an earlier phase of the research through contacting Tayfun Sertta3
and SALT has also not yielded any productive result. In this respect, while work-
ing on Maryam “ahinyan's photographic archive, | was not able to access the full
content of the archive, and was rather drastically limited to the publicly available
portions of it, which mainly consists of the selection of roughly 1000 images out of
the archive, that was published in Foto Galatasaray (Sertta® 2011). In the end, this
multiplicity of limitations on the given research has led me to focus on the public
uses of this archive, which for above reasons necessarily focus and depend mainly on
what is readily available from the archive. | name such public uses of the archive in
the present as the afterlives of Maryam “ahinyan's archive, and | nd these new
lives that the archive inhabit through its uses in contemporary settings signi cant as
such engagements with the archive not only are interested in the historical contexts
of the archive itself, but also because they themselves give important clues about
the present in which they engage Maryam “ahinyan's work. Once publicised, pho-
tographs from Maryam “ahinyan's archive started to live secondary lives in which
they were re-signi ed by various spectators that engage with them in their belated
contexts as found/recovered photographs. It is in this respect that coming from the
recent literature on vernacular photographs, | consider the contemporary context of
the photographs from Maryam “ahinyan’'s archive as afterlives. Therefore, | take
Maryam “ahinyan and her archive's story as a starting point, rather than an end,
in this thesis.

Who are drawn to Maryam “ahinyan's work and what do they make out of it?
What orients one to those photographs and what does these photographs do to their
spectators? What are the venues through which Maryam “ahinyan's work continue
to circulate? What type of publics might these photographs be constituting, if they
can ever do so? In what ways the context in which the archive was produced informs
its contemporary reception? Driven precisely through the multiple limitations that
Maryam “ahinyan's archive posits, these questions motivates the thesis at hand.
In this respect, mediation of the present is, and will be evident throughout my
thesis and | suggest we focus at this mediation itself with curiosity, instead of being
cautious not to confuse it with the actuality of the archive, as it will become clear
that a neat distinction between the actuality of an archive and its latter uses in
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interchanging contexts, be them personal or public, is nowhere to be found, and the
uses and the value of an archive like Maryam “ahinyan's might be situated exactly
at the interplay of these two.

1.3 Outline of the Chapters

As | situate the main problem motivating this thesis as the afterlives of Maryam
“ahinyan's photographic archive and the ways in which its former lives inform
these afterlives, the structure of the thesis follows a chronological order as to navi-
gate the story of the archive in its transition from its conditions of making into its
condition of reception.

Following this introductory chapter, in Chapter 2, | focus on the story of Maryam
“ahinyan, of her studio Foto Galatasaray, and of the making of her archive. In
this chapter, | pay a particular attention to situate Maryam “ahinyan's story in
the context of being an Armenian in the post-genocide Turkey. Here, | also pay
attention to the ways in which certain lives and stories that pertain to the stories
around Maryam “ahinyan get silenced and erased in the historical process of the
making of Turkey. In the chapter | also make a case for the often obscured agency
of Maryam “ahinyan in relation to her practice of archiving and studio photography.

In Chapter 3, | start focusing on the contemporary settings of the archive, and
conceptualise the archive within the context in which it was revealed. While |
conceptualise the archive in its contemporary setting, | also analyse the context of
Maryam “ahinyan and her archive's reception through navigating the trajectories of
the archival turn and the memory-boom in Turkey. In the following, | situate
Maryam “ahinyan's photographs, which compose the content of the archive in the
emergent literature on vernacular photographies. After discussing the potentialities
that these photographs elicit in our contemporary setting, | start discussing the
ways in which the contemporary audiences engage with these photographs, and
what those engagements entail for our understandings of the everyday, temporality,
and aect. It is also here that | discuss cruising both as a methodology and as a
lens that | employ in the study. | nish the chapter with the question what's the
use of Maryam “ahinyan's archive?

Finally in Chapter 4, | trace the various ways in which contemporary audiences
engage with Maryam “ahinyan's archive, and generate creative secondary stories
out of it. While some of the creative engagements | discuss in this chapter are in



form of formal artworks, others provide more dispersed and subtle modes of creative
engagements. Encounter, survival, and a liation are some of the key concepts that
I work with in this chapter, while | construct an analytical map of the various
contemporary uses of the “ahinyan archive.

| conclude the thesis by underlining the political implications of engaging with

Maryam “ahinyan's work, and situate my study along the lines of feminist pearl

diving that Linda Zerilli (2021) discusses. This is also where | will bring up a

brief discussion on the politics of archives, and underline the importance of Maryam
“ahinyan's archive in our political present.



2. THE MAKING OF THE ARCHIVE

Even though | de ne my main purpose as engaging with the afterlives of Maryam
“ahinyan's photographic archive in this thesis, | have important reasons to start the
thesis by focusing on Maryam “ahinyan’s own story before dwelling on her archive's
contemporary trajectories. Regardless of how anonymous the photographs from
Maryam “ahinyan’'s archive may seem in their contemporary context of circulation
among a public of strangers who do not relate directly to their originating settings,
these photographs always arrive to our attention as signi ed with their belonging
to the oeuvre of a single studio photographer. In this respect, Maryam “ahinyan's
story is never an outsider to the way we receive these photographs, and as it will
be more clear as the thesis progresses, the context of their making informs both the
ways in which contemporary spectators creatively engage with them and the ways
in which the archive gains a political signi cance in our present.

In his essay titled A Short History of Photography, Walter Benjamin argues that
with the modern technology of photography which is capable of capturing images
that are way more proximate to the real than painting, the question of artistic qual-
ity is exceeded (Benjamin 2006, 58). He argues that with this magical value of
photography, the contents of the images takes precedence over the authorship or the
artistic abilities of their respective photographers (Ibid.). While these observations
of Benjamin provide important insights on our mode of reception of singular pho-
tographs, | think the stakes change when we are facing a photographs as coming
from an archive of a single photographer. In this case, Maryam “ahinyan captions
the photographs, and in fact, in most cases it is only her authorship that we know
about the individual photographs.

Moreover, paying attention exclusively to the afterlives of Maryam “ahinyan's pho-
tographs could have run the risk of neglecting the active role Maryam “ahinyan
played in the arrival of these photograph to our contemporary context in the rst
place and to neglecting the entanglements of agency that are at play in the produc-
tion and preservation of these photographic registers and their subsequent public
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reception. Maryam “ahinyan's story is fragmented, and her agency is obscured by
many factors in these fragments as my analysis makes clear in this chapter. Nav-
igating her story within the context of being an Armenian in republican Turkey is
important in this respect to account for the possible locations of her agency in the
making of her legacy. For these reasons, | start my project with a recourse to her,
as her story makes an appropriate point of departure.

2.1 Who is Maryam “ahinyan? Fragmented Stories behind the Camera

2.1.1 Sebastia: Construction of Unthinkability

"The unthinkable is that which one cannot conceive within the range of
possible alternatives, that which perverts all answers because it de es
the terms under which the questions were phrased.”

Silencing the Past Michel-Rolph Trouillot (Trouillot 1995, 82)

Maryam “ahinyan was born as an Ottoman subject and died as a citizen of Turkey.
Between her birth and death, lies a history of enormous transformations, great losses
and milestones of unprecedented scale that irreversibly e ected the geographies in
which she lived, and ultimately survived. She was born to a prosperous and promi-
nent Armenian family in Sebastia (today's Sivas) in 1911, at a rather troublesome
conjuncture in time and space for an Armenian to be born. “ahniyans were not
only a member of the then substantial Armenian community in the city of Sebas-
tia, but also a signi cant family within this community, with some members of it
partaking in important positions within the Ottoman o cialdom. Most prominent

of them was Agop “ahinyan (Pasha), who served as a member of the rst Ottoman
parliament representing Sebastia, which was established in 1876, within the period
that is known in conventional historiographical accounts as the rst constitutional
era in the Ottoman Empire (Yarman 2008).

Born as the granddaughter of Agop “ahinyan from the marriage of his son, Mihran

“ahinyan with Dikranuhi Abac yan, Maryam “ahinyan was a rather privileged mem-

ber of her community, whose family connections have probably played a signi cant

role in the ultimate survival of her and her immediate family in this deeply trouble-

some period (Sertta® 2011, 27-28). However, during the genocidal process in which

the dislocation of Armenian populations were accompanied by a process of material
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dispossession of these communities, which ultimately guaranteed that those who
are forced to evacuate would never return back to their places of origin, “ahinyan
family was no exception. In this respect, “ahinyan family's survival happened at
the cost of losing all their possessions in and connection to the city Sebastia, which
amounted to several villages in the region, various our mills, antiahinyan Kona$§
[the “ahinyan Mansion] at the centre of the city, which was commissioned by Agop
“ahinyan in 1873, also known asCaml K63k [the Glass Mansion], and had been
home to “ahinyans until they left the city (Yarman 2008, 77) (Figure 2.1). It should
also be noted that not all the members of the family were able to survive the genoci-
dal process. Arsen Yarman provides photographs of some members of the extended
family like Aram “ahinyan, who was a cousin to Maryam “ahinyan's father and who
was killed during the forced deportations (Yarman 2008, 336).

Figure 2.1 An engraving depicting a part of‘ahinyan Kona8, dating from 1875.
Taken from (Yarman 2008, 80).

Besides the family's renown through their involvement in Ottoman politics as the
case of Agop “ahinyan Pa3a demonstrates, the family was also locally known to be
one of the main our producers in the area of Sivas and to be an important trader of
cattles and horses (Yarman 2008, 78). In the period following 1915, two of the three
our mills that “ahinyan's were operating were sabotaged and burnet down (Ibid.),
which clearly attests to the increased precarity of the family's existence in Sivas
after 1915. In a casual conversation | had with Yetvart Tomasyan on the issue, he
10






	LIST OF FIGURES
	LIST OF ABBREVIATONS
	INTRODUCTION
	How I Arrived at this Topic?
	Limitations and the Agenda of Research
	Outline of the Chapters

	THE MAKING OF THE ARCHIVE
	Who is Maryam Şahinyan? Fragmented Stories behind the Camera
	Sebastia: Construction of Unthinkability
	Istanbul: The Site of Survival (and Regeneration?)
	A “Modest” Photographer?
	The First Professional Woman Studio Photographer?

	A Will to Archive? The Question of Agency in Maryam Şahinyan's Story
	The Archive: Another Story of Survival

	ENGAGING WITH AN ARCHIVE OF ORPHANED IMAGES
	Conceptualising Maryam Şahinyan’s Archive
	What are We Looking at?
	The Archival Turn and the Memory Boom
	Vernacular Photographies

	What Do Maryam Şahinyan’s Photographs Do and What Do We Do with Them?
	Feeling the Photographs
	Anachronism: A Troubled Terrain
	Cruising as a Queer Mode of Engagement with the Archive

	What’s the Use of Maryam Şahinyan’s Archive?

	CRUISING THE ARCHIVE
	Void: Citing Absence through Maryam Şahinyan's Archive
	September 1955: The Photography Studio as a Place of Encounter
	Reimagining the Art Canon with Maryam Şahinyan, and Cruising Istanbul with her Memory
	Affiliating Intimately with the Archive
	Personal Affiliations
	Communal Affiliations
	Diasporic Affiliations


	CONCLUSION
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

