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ABSTRACT

LANDSCAPES OF LOSS: GRIEVING A CHANGING CITY IN ARA GULER’S
ISTANBUL PHOTOGRAPHY AND ZAVEN BIBERYAN’S NOVELS

NEBILE EKIN KURTDARCAN

CULTURAL STUDIES M.A. THESIS, JUNE 2024

Thesis Supervisor: Prof. Sibel Irzik

Keywords: loss, grief, Istanbul, Ara Giiler, Zaven Biberyan

This thesis explores Istanbul as a landscape of loss and both the human and
more-than-human dynamics of grief and remembering through the novels of Zaven
Biberyan and the Istanbul photography of Ara Giiler. Both Biberyan’s and Giiler’s
works deal with the representation and residue of political and systemic violence
as it crystallizes in events such as those of 6-7 September 1955 and its disastrous
consequences as they manifest through generations in a period marked by major
transformations around the city. I try to argue that this kind of violence is not
divorced from the more-than-human landscape: the scale of ecocide taking place in
Istanbul and around Turkey today is an extension and continuation of economic,
political and historical violence, exile and genocide enacted upon those bodies and
communities othered by the state. I argue how the way Biberyan and Giiler navi-
gate the loss of the intimate material relationships with the city opens a doorway
into grief and offers a potentially reparative response to the exhaustive logic of Marc
Nichanian’s definition and formulation of Disaster. By framing grief as a reparative
lens, I trace how Biberyan and Giiler’s human subjects open up to transcorporeal
becomings with the more-than-human landscape of Istanbul, and argue that these
relationships form the basis of feelings of “belonging”. I conclude the thesis by
thinking about the ways of imagining and writing reparative stories of survival in
the face of loss, destruction and accretive disasters that frame the imaginative ways
both artists bear witness to and story the changing landscape of Istanbul.
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OZET

KAYBI MANZARADA IMLEMEK: ARA GULER’IN ISTANBUL
FOTOGRAFLARI VE ZAVEN BIBERYAN'IN ROMANLARINDA DONUSEN
BIR SEHRIN YASINI TUTMAK

NEBILE EKIN KURTDARCAN
KULTUREL CALISMALAR YUKSEK LISANS TEZI, HAZIRAN 2024

Tez Danigmani: Prof. Dr. Sibel Irzik

Anahtar Kelimeler: kayip, yas, Istanbul, Ara Giiler, Zaven Biberyan

Bu tez Zaven Biberyan’'in romanlari ve Ara Giiler’in Istanbul fotograflar1 aracihigiyla
dontigsen bir gehri ve bu sehirdeki insan-insan o6tesi iligkilerini kayip, yas ve hatir-
lama dinamikleri iizerinden inceliyor. Hem Biberyanin hem de Giiler’in isleri, Is-
tanbul’un hizla dontistiigti bir donemde, 6-7 Eylil gibi olaylarda tezahiir eden siyasi
ve sistemik giddetin ve bu siddetin kusaklararas: yankilarinin temsilini ve tortusunu
aragtiriyor. Ben burada, bu tiirden bir siddetin insan 6tesi ¢evreden ayri1 diigliniile-
meyecegini savunuyorum: Bugiin Istanbul’da ve Tiirkiye'de gerceklesen ekokirimin
devletin 6tekilestirdigi bedenler ve toplumlart maruz biraktigi ekonomik, siyasi ve
tarihsel giddetin, siirgiiniin ve soykirimin devami ve uzantisi oldugunu one siiriiy-
orum. Biberyanin ve Giler’in gehrin dokusuyla kurulan iligkilerin kaybini igleme
bigimlerinin yasa acgilan bir kapi olabilecegini inceliyor ve bunun da Marc Nicha-
nian’in kurdugu Felaket tanimi ve gercevesine onarici bir miidahale olugturabile-
cegini gosteriyorum. Yasi pasif bir duygu olarak incelemektense onarict bir mercek
olarak ele alarak, Biberyan'mn ve Giiler’in islerindeki insan 6znelerin Istanbul’un
manzaralar: ve sehrin insan 6tesi unsurlariyla birlikte bedenlerarasi olusumlara ve
dontisiimlere agildigini, bir yere “ait olma” hissinin de bu iligkiler {izerinden kurul-
dugunu savunuyorum. Tezi, bu iki sanat¢inin taniklik ve hikayeleme bicimlerini
gerceveleyen kaybin, yikimin ve gitgide katlanarak artan felaketlerin kargisinda hem
bugiin hem gelecekte onarici, hayatta kalmaya ve dogru iligki kurma bi¢imlerine dair
ne gibi hikayeler yazilabilecegini diistinerek tamamliyorum.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Like many pieces of writing that touch the very real places inside us, this thesis did
not come together in a linear way but rather through a constellation of moments
that drew my attention to the strange relationship between loss, grief and belonging.
Back in early 2019, when | was still an undergraduate student in London, | was
visiting Istanbul on a short break when | found myself wandering around the newly
reconstructed, gentri ed streets of Karakdy. Having been introduced to an exciting
curriculum of postcolonial literature during my studies, determined to write my
thesis on identity and belonging in women's autobiographies in Turkey and Algeria,
and discovering the writings of Zabel Yesayan, my newfound political consciousness
cast an angry and melancholic light on everything that surrounded me. | was neither
from Istanbul nor did | grow up there; as a student studying abroad looking at
Turkey from the outside in, Istanbul became an imaginary landscape for me, an
object of fascination that planted a strange, secondhand grief and nostalgia into my
consciousness through the works of writers like Orhan Pamuk, illustrated by the
black and white images of Ara Giler.

That day in Karakdy, in a passing glance, | noticed the massive reproductions of
Guler's monochrome cityscapes stretched around the perimeter of the construction
site of what was to become Galataport. | was struck by the irony of the fact that the
photographs of an artist who had dedicated his life to documenting a disappearing
city was now used to cover up a massive construction project complicit in the very
disappearance of it. It was a poignant moment, the rst clear example of how images
could be appropriated, implicated in the crime they aimed to document; it was the
crystallization of a feeling of despair, or something akin to betrayal.

One and a half a year later, | had graduated, moved to Istanbul and started working
at Aras Yay nc | k, when, during the height of the COVID pandemic, | got to see
Zeynep Dadak's documentary Iminvisible to the Eye(Ah GOzel estanbu). The
Im ends on an uncanny note, with the narrator the ctional voice of seventeenth
century historian Eremya Komuirciyan stating that only graves remind us that
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once we lived together. Now you can mourn, rejoice, or rage if you will. As
the narrator takes the viewer through Istanbul, starting from Kumkap , along the
Bosphorus and ending on the Prince's Islands, tracing the shadows of historical
events as they map onto the city's iconic venues today, being confronted with the
irreversibility of loss caused by historical, political and ecological violence in the
most matter-of-fact way possible was a feeling di cult to process. Kémurciyan's
text overlaying the visual reality of the city today not only presents an interplay
between absence and presence, but also o ers a stark image of urban transformation:
the camera panning over half-erected concrete blocks, crumbling, derelict buildings
and the ongoing construction of massive residential sites next to precariously exposed
historical structures. As much as the Im evades falling back on a nostalgic gaze
while capturing the scale of change and destruction, the viewer cannot help but
wonder whether even the graves that Kémurciyan put his faith in will survive being
swallowed up by the violence of the urban sprawl. With the current ecological
disaster unfolding in the Marmara Sea, and the recent discussion around the laws
regarding the imminent earthquake (Afet Yasas ) that threaten to provoke a wave of
arbitrary expropriations in potentially rentable areas in Istanbul and around Turkey,
what are we to do, other than mourn or rage against what is and will be lost?

This thesis, which aims to explore Istanbul as a landscape of loss and both the human
and more-than-human dynamics of grief and remembering, sprang from this very
guestion, from the overwhelming despair of witnessing and trying to grasp the scale
and changing de nitions of Disaster. It aims to trace the intersections of multiple
violences that echo through generations some which are not even acknowledged or
considered violence proper. Construction and urban renewal projects became bigger
and more ambitious over the course of the twentieth century and well into the twenty
rst, and the a ective resonance of lost landscapes seems to weigh more on di erent
generations of Istanbulites than the promises made by the narrative of progress and
economic growth. The recent proliferation of cultural mapping of cities, through
applications such as Hrant Dink Foundation's Kardes, shows a growing interest in
recovering and remembering spaces and places that have either been purposefully
neglected, reappropriated or demolished altogether. Considering this intergenera-
tional narrative around loss, home and belonging, | de ne this somewhat tentative
notion of violence and loss of landscapes in terms of both ecocide and what Rob
Nixon calls slow violence : a violence that occurs gradually [...] a violence of
delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence
that is typically not viewed as violence at all.?

1Zeynep Dadak Ah Gozel sstanbul (Turkey; Germany, Fena lm, 2020)

2Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2011), 2.
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| use ecocide to highlight the loss of not only the material landscape but also the
sense of belonging, interdependent relationships between communities and the more-
than-human landscape through massive and violent interventions, and slow violence
to denote how this kind of violence has lasting e ects on generations. | focus on the
photography of Ara Giiler and the noveldMeteliksiz A3 klar and Kar ncalar n Giin-

bat m by Zaven Biberyan, two Armenians who lived and created in Istanbul roughly
around the same time, a period marked by major transformations around the city.
Their works deal with the city not only as a passive backdrop for historic events and
narratives, but as a landscape imbued with a ect and agency, constantly in dialogue
with its human inhabitants. To a certain extent, both Giler's and Biberyan's works
deal with the representation and residue of political violence, revealing the inter-
play between political violence as it crystallizes in spectacular events such as the
Wealth Tax and the events of 6-7 September 1955 and its disastrous consequences
as they manifest through generations in human and more-than-human bodies,
places and landscapes. | try to argue that this kind of violence is not divorced from
the more-than-human landscape: the scale of ecocide taking place in Istanbul (and
around Turkey) today is an extension and continuation of economic, political and
historical violence, exile and genocide enacted upon those bodies and communities
othered by the state.

While writing this thesis, positioning myself in relation to my research material
proved crucial and insightful in thinking about loss and grief in terms of witness-
ing, accountability and reparative possibilities. ldentifying as a Turkish Muslim,
carrying the cultural legacy of perpetration, | am aware of how engaging with the
works of non-Muslim artists and writers, even within critical and academic con-
texts, can easily slip into a nostalgic, revivalist tendency, occurring in a way that
fetishizes “the cultural heritage of Turkey' and stories of di erence, expressed
through the way Turkey [mourns] over the cultures which it [destroyed]® Giiler's
photography has often been used and misused to reproduce this nostalgic discourse,
most poignantly in instances of artwashing legitimizing urban projects detrimental
to the city's ecosystentt Reading Biberyan and Giiler's works together, therefore,
not in search of stories of di erence, but to understand how identity plays into
the tension between belonging, displacement and the material relationships with the
more-than-human landscape can help us frame belonging as a practice of creating

3Melissa Bilal, et al, Longing for Home at Home: Armenians in Istanbul, in  Diaspora and Memory:Figures
of Displacement in Contemporary Literature, Arts and Politics , ed. by Marie-Aude Baronian, et al, (Am-
sterdam and New York: Editions Rodopi, 2007), 59.

4Deniz Ozgiir, Cokintii kente do8ru, Bir + Bir , 25 September 2018, https://birartibir.org/cokuntu-kente-
dogru/. During my research, | could not nd any images of how Guler's photographs were used to cover up
the construction site of Galataport, so much so that | had begun to question whether | had misremembered
the entire situation. This article thankfully provides us with an image, documenting this case of artwashing.
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the right relationships with the land and its inhabitants rather than an essentialist
claim on an imaginary homeland. An exploration into how Bibeyan and Giler deal
with the loss of these relationships is therefore at the heart of this thesis and how
this loss opens a doorway into grief, a potentially reparative possibility within the
exhaustive logic of Disaster that supposedly destroys any kind of reparative possi-
bility from the outset. By tracing how Biberyan and Guler's human subjects open
up to transcorporeal becomings with the more-than-human landscape of Istanbul,
| try to show how both writers/artists pave the way for multilayered ways of bear-
ing witness and storying the city in today's reality of loss, collapse, and accretive
catastrophes.

1.1 De nitions and Foundations

1.1.1 Ecocide and Slow Violence

Before diving into the Guler's photographs and Biberyan's texts, it is important to
de ne and clarify some of the concepts and fundamental assumptions that | will
be frequently returning to throughout this thesis. What | refer to as loss is the

a ective and, at times, palpable echo of violence enacted upon the human and more-
than-human bodies and landscapes of Istanbul. To frame violence, | use both the
terms ecocide and slow violence in dialogue with each other, even though they
might seem like contradictory terms: ecocide, being derived from genocide, implies
destruction on a massive, spectacular scale while slow violence denotes an invisible,
hard to perceive form of violence. But as | aim to explain, ecocide and slow violence
are terms more intertwined than we think, challenging our assumptions around what
we consider as violence , complicating the victim/perpetrator binary, who or what
counts as witness, and our expectations around thasible e ects of violence on a
massive scale.

In their article exploring the conceptual framework around ecocide and its e ective-
ness as a term, Kubra Kalkandelen and Darren O'Byrne de ne ecocide as killing or
demolishing Earth, or more literally, killing the home , derived from the Greek

word oikos® Although they state that the link between ecocide and genocide is
not a straightforward one, they point out that the name suggests that ecocide is a

S| refer to Marc Nichanian's de nition of Disaster throughout this thesis. This de nition and framework
will be explored in depth in chapter three.

SKubra Kalkandelen, Darren O'Byrne, On ecocide: toward a conceptual framework,  Distinktion: Journal
of Social Theory 18 (2017): 334, https://doi.org/10.1080/1600910X.2017.1331857.
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derivative of genocide and therefore the research into ecocide should appropriate
the conceptual tools utilized within the now-established eld of genocide studie$.
The term was coined in the 1970s, in response to the demands to create within
international law mechanisms to prohibit the massive use of chemical herbicides,
and to prohibit parties during wartime from engaging in military or any other
hostile use of environmental modi cation techniques that would have widespread,
long-lasting e ects as the means of destructiof. The writers further expand on
this term by referring to scholar and activist Richard A. Falk's proposal to the In-
ternational Convention on Ecocide in 1973. Falk's proposal, which was never put
to vote for unknown reasons, highlighted the limitations of the 1948 Genocide
Convention and called for the acknowledgement that man [sic] has consciously and
unconsciously inicted irreparable damage to the environment in times of war and
peace? What Kalkandelen and O'Byrne draw attention to is the fact that Falk
aimed to establish a legal doctrine covering acts of ecocide during peacetime, rather
than simply as a consequence of wat® This brings to the forefront the issue of
visibility and immediacy when thinking about violence, and this point is crucial if
we are to weave ecocide and slow violence into each other. As Nixon states:

Violence is customarily conceived as an event or action that is immediate
in time, explosive and spectacular in space, and as erupting into instant
sensational visibility. We need, | believe, to engage a di erent kind of
violence, a violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but
rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing
out across a range of temporal scalés.

Thinking of ecocide and slow violence together, therefore, requires that we think
about the ways of identifying and talking about the serious repercussions that occur
on di erent timescales. Nixon draws our attention to the representational chal-
lenges of calamities that are low in instant spectacle but high in long-term e ect,
particularly those that are not considered as violence in a conventional sendé.
We will see this in chapter two, particularly in relation to the Armenian shermen
of Kumkap , when the construction of the coastal highway a seemingly minor

’Ibid.
81bid.
9Ibid.
101pid.
11Nixon, Slow Violence, 2.

121pid ., 10.



development on the urban landscape had a calamitous e ect on the vibrant sh-
ing community of Kumkap , completely cutting o the direct access the village had
to the sea, forcing people to nd other livelihoods, and erasing the lived experience
and knowledge that came directly from the relationship with the more-than-human
landscape.

Therefore, as thinking about Disaster in relation to ecocide and slow violence re-
quires weaving together di erent temporalities, layers and scales, the question of
whether people can survive culturally and physically in their lands after environ-
mental degradation 13 becomes crucial in thinking about genocide or destruction
of a community not only in terms of the eradication of physical human bodies
but also rendering their environment uninhabitable. According to Kalkandelen and
O'Byrne, although there is an emerging interest in the criminalization of environ-
mental destruction within international law, no practical mechanisms exist to pro-
tect individuals or groups from its severe e ects!* Yet, several attempts have been
made to fully embed ecocide within a genocide framework. The Ecocide Project
of the Human Rights Consortium reevaluates Raphael Lemkin's original de nition
and highlights its limitations focusing on the physical and cultural destruction of a
people:

Lemkin's original de nition crucially identi ed the destruction of people
by means other than direct physical extermination, which could include
the destruction of the environment [...] Ecocide can and often does
lead to cultural damage and destruction; and the direct destruction of
a territory can lead to cultural genocide. For example, destroying an
indigenous peoples' territory can critically undermine its culture, identity
and way of lifel®

The Ecocide Project's reframing of Lemkin's de nition highlights the interdepen-
dent relationship between people and the environment, and how they co-create with
each other. It also falsi es the assumption that humans and the environment exist
in separate spheres and the distinction between what has been vaguely classi ed
as hature (as ecocide is assumed to only belong to the domain of nature) and
culture. As Jerey Jerome Cohen rightly points out, nature often refers to
something at once “everywhere and nowhere'. Cohen suggests that if the term
nature was understood as transcorporeal and transmaterial, our ethical connect-

13|pid ., 335.
14 pid.

15The Ecocide Project, quoted in Kalkandelen and O'Byrne, 335.
6



edness to the nonhuman would become more tangibl€. What | aim to express
throughout this thesis is this fact that what we call the environment, or landscape,
is not an abstract concept that is at once everywhere and nowhere; any kind of
intervention to it a ects us deeply. What forms the basis of ecocide is that the scale
of change in the twentieth and twenty- rst centuries, both major and minor in-
terventions on landscape that constantly disregard their environmental, social and
cultural e ects to such an extent, becomes a form of intentional violence and de-
struction. Therefore, | aim to emphasize that ecocide does not only refer to the
destruction of a physical environment but to the various relationships and relational
becomings within that environment: livelihoods that depend on the cultivation of
land or sea, sacred spaces of ritual and community, landmarks or spaces pertaining
to communal memory. Moreover, in relation to the texts and images | analyze in
this thesis, | choose to use and emphasize the term ecocide to draw attention to the
habitus of denial surrounding postgenocide Armenian belonging and to the denial
and occlusion of the term genocide itself. This connection reminds us that the
will that destroys and consumes landscapes, turning every piece of soil into rentable
space without regard to cultural and biological integrity is not so di erent from the
will that unhesitatingly commits genocide, and vice versa.

1.1.2 Istanbul: The Intersection of Othering and Belonging

One thing that demands our attention in the Ecocide Project's de nition is the
notion of indigeneity, which brings up questions around the ownership of land and
identity. Is it meaningful, or even possible to frame indigeneity in an urban context,
and in a multilayered, complex one such as Istanbul?

In their article, Eski Mahallelerin Sahibi Kim? , Ayfer Bartu summarizes the prob-
lems around discussing cultural heritage and claims to space in cities like Istanbul
with multilayered histories.1” Focusing on Pera as a case study, Bartu poses ques-
tions such as who owns history, and which history/legacy is preserved for whom,
taking into account the changing symbolic and political meanings attributed to par-
ticular places and neighborhoods. We can also ask whose (hi)story has been erased
and whose experiences and iterations of loss has been siler€ed.

163e rey Jerome Cohen, Stone: An Ecology of the Inhuman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2015), 12.

17Ayfer Bartu, et al, Eski Mahallelerin Sahibi Kim? Kiresel Bir Ca8da Tarihi Yeniden Yazmak, in estanbul:
Kuresel ile Yerel Aras nda, ed. CaS8lar Keyder, translated by Sungur Savran (Istanbul: Metis, 2007), 44.

18pid ., 46.



Pera is an interesting case in this context, and worth thinking about in terms of
identity and indigeneity. An independent Genovese trade colony during the Byzan-
tine period, Pera became the home of local non-Muslim communities within the
Ottoman Empire, namely Greeks, Armenians and Jews, along with the Levantines
who quickly became the area's dominant population in the nineteenth century. Pera
signi ed the European or foreign aspect of Istanbul with its signi ers of moder-
nity banks, theatres, arcades, and multi-story buildings. After the capital became
Ankara, and Istanbul the seat of a bygone empire, as Pera became an object of occi-
dentalist desire for the Turkish bourgeoisie, it also became the symbol of transition
from empire into the monolingual and monocultural nation-state with the loss and
exile of its non-Muslim population.

The discussion around heritage and identity comes to the forefront especially in the
1980s, with then-mayor Bedrettin Dalan's massive revival project of the neighbor-
hood. What gured prominently in this project was the construction of Tarlaba3
Caddesi, which foresaw the demolition of many buildings from the nineteenth cen-
tury and the relocation of their inhabitants.!® According to Bartu, with the heavy
opposition from Mimarlar Odas, although this conict was framed as a struggle
between those who pushed for modernization and those who wanted conserva-
tion, it actually revealed many questions around identity and authenticity

what Beyo8lu really looked like and which Beyo8lu was going to be revived
and for whom?® For many opposing these demolitions, this was also a struggle
against the neoliberalist aim to make the city rentable to multinational corpora-
tions, which would create even more environmental problems, and many were also
alarmed by the racist tone underlying the reasons for demolition and renewal; they
were demolishing the buildings because they belonged to Greeks and Armenfns.
However, as Bartu points out, the leftist, anti-capitalist wing was not immune to
racism either: to many, these buildings and the cultural legacy of the neighborhood
were a reminder of nineteenth century European capitalism and imperialism, and
its alliance with the local population?? Pera had nothing to do with Turkishness
and these buildings designed by Armenian architects could only be considered mere
imitations not much would be lost from their destruction. Pera provides a great
example of how the question of local identity , authenticity and cultural heritage

is entangled with economic development and pro t-seeking and how anti-capitalist

Ybid., 47
20pig.
2lipid., 48

22|pid ., 49.



viewpoints constantly bump up against the limits of nationalism and racism. In
this context, what often gets lost in the conversation about identity and belonging
is what we understand from the term local and what constitutes indigenous
ways of being.

If we trace urban transformation further back to the 1950s, with mass migrations
from the villages of Anatolia into the cities, we see how the discourse around loss
and reclamation echo that of invasion and conquest. One of Bartu's intervie-
wees, an elderly man hailing from an established family, draws a stark comparison
between migration and conquest people arriving from Anatolia are conquer-

ing Istanbul. 23 This is similarly echoed inKar ncalar n Gunbat m , where Saray-

gil Azniv Han m says: Eh, gitgide estanbullu kalm yor estanbul'da. Bu Bizans' n
gercek ve son ¢okiil olacak? Although Bartu's interviewee is critical of those who
bring to the city their own customs and seem to only care about making enough
money to buy a summer housé&®, this comment actually reveals something more
than the fear of invasion or the Other. It demonstrates on the migrants' part
how the fundamental precarity underlying the struggle to make a place for oneself
in a new environment manifests in the need to obtain a house in a more symbolic
sense, a need for safety, security and belonging. Displacement creates more displace-
ment and non-belonging, as spaces and landscapes become uninhabitable through
overconsumption, overpopulation and degradation. This is what | mean by ecocide
and slow violence: the vicious cycle of consumption, degradation and displacement
that is perpetuated incrementally by a system that capitalizes on imaginary no-
tions of homeland, safety and belonging, becoming so engrained in our existence,
our bodies and our ways of being in the world through many generations that we
cannot think outside of it; the ways through which we try to address this precarity
further perpetuates this cycle thus creating more precarity and on and on it goes.
We go about the world totally disconnected not only from our landscapes and the
Earth-body but also from other human and more-than-human bodies, enabling the
ways in which they can be consumed, devalued, eradicated for our safety, our
sense of belonging, our home those bodies deemed unworthy of being honored,
remembered, mourned. In thinking about belonging and indigenous ways of relating
to our landscapes, how can we take responsibility, be mindful of the way we exist
in the world, and at whose expense? In our cities with multilayered histories, can
we look for ways to speak to and honor the memory of those who lived here before

23)pid., 50.

247aven Biberyan, Kar ncalarn Ginbatm , translated by Sirvart Malhasyan (Istanbul: Aras Yay nc K,
2019), 480.

25Bartu, Eski Mahallelerin Sahibi Kim? 50.



us? Can we decouple the idea of a home, a homeland, and belonging from seizing
or ownership of land and lean into an intimate relationship of stewarding ? How

can we think with our cities? How can we speak with the buildings, the sidewalks,
the stones, lean into the memory of the hands that carved them?

When the rooted, material relationships with the landscape are removed from the
discussion, it becomes easier to mobilize fears and insecurities around abstract no-
tions of homeland, nostalgia, identity and belonging, turning them into something
that constantly needs to be controlled, reclaimed, conquered and protected against
foreign enemies. Therefore, it is not surprising that the nostalgia for a lost city
fueled the idea of reclaiming or reconquering Istanbul, which took on a more
Islamic facet in the 1990s and 2000s, and continuously occluded or downplayed the
racist reasons behind urban transformation and migration the question of why
the non-Muslims had to leave the city in the rst place. As, during a moment when
the demolition of the historic Byzantine city walls was being considered, a Refah
Party representative made it clear, We do not want the Byzantine Istanbul 2

1.1.3 Armenian Belonging in the Twentieth Century

Parallel to this transformation of Istanbul's landscape in the twentieth century,
considering the wider context of Armenian belonging in relation to Biberyan's and
Guler's ideas of being an Istanbulite , we must undoubtedly look at how Armenians
became a diaspora and minority community in Turkey, which is inextricably bound
to the habitus of denial surrounding the legacy of genocide. Brmenians in Modern
Turkey, Talin Suciyan traces this process back to the ending of Armenian presence
in Asia Minor and Northern Mesopotamia through systematic and institutional de-
struction. She draws patrticular attention to the fact that the term minority , be-
longing to the framework and terminology of the nation-state, cannot be considered
as an issue concerning the minority group alone namely, Christians and Jews ,

as the nation-state itself has been built upon the very destruction of those groups.
The term minority obscures the history of genocide, exile and expropriation, cre-
ating a framework that legitimizes the nation as the majority, and the minority

as its other.?® As Suciyan notes, these are imaginary categories, and the governing
structures of non-Muslim communities have not always t into those of the nation-

261pid., 56.

27Talin Suciyan, Modern Turkiye'de Ermeniler: Soyk r msonras Toplum, Siyaset ve Tarih , translated by
Ay3e Glnaysu (Istanbul: Aras Yay nc | k, 2018), 56-57.
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state. This process of minoritization, in the light of Istanbul's transformation and
violence against non-Muslims in the twentieth century, compels us to reconsider
what we understand from indigeneity: while the majority becomes the rightful
owner of the land, the minority becomes the other, the foreign. This is seen
clearly in Biberyan's autobiography, when, in the 1940s, discussions around Soviet
Armenia's decision to accept diaspora Armenians reverberated through Armenians
in Turkey: Bizi burada istemiyorlard [...] Ermenilerin onca imparator verdiSi
Bizans' n, kal nt lar nda hala ge¢cmisin tan kl klar n n goruldi8u Do8u illerinin, bu
llkenin gercek sahipleri, yerlileri biz deSildik; sanki asalakt k’® The minority is
doubly severed from its home, both physically (through exile and genocide), and
symbolically (the denial prohibiting them to recognize their loss, since they do not
really belong here).

Reading Suciyan, we can also understand that Istanbul and the Armenians of Is-
tanbul occupy a dierent place in the diaspora. Suciyan locates the origins of
the Armenian diaspora in 1915, suggesting that, categorically, there should be no
di erence between Armenians living in Glendale, San Francisco, or Istanbul. Al-
though Istanbul was a destination for many displaced Armenians from Anatolia,
those that stayed in Turkey do not de ne themselves as diaspora&® However,
Khachig Tololyan, founder of the academic journaDiaspora, considered Armenians
of Istanbul as diaspora even before 1915:

Birkag ylzy | boyunca en buytk ve en 6nemli Ermeni diaspora cemaati
olan estanbullu Ermeniler, Turk devleti taraf ndan bask gordikleri za-
manlar d 3 nda, kendilerini diaspora olarak de8il, daha ¢ok estanbul'un
kozmopolit diinyas nda ya3ayan, tarihi bir gecmide sahip, [...] 6rgutlen-
mi3 ve kurumsal olarak doygun bir cemaat olarak gordiilet!

Tololyan's words show that the idea of belonging is emphasized through institutions
and communal organization; the living, experiential information is acquired through
community and institutions at whose center lies the Patriarchate. However, as Su-
ciyan notes, the Patriarchate became a reference point for Ottoman Armenians only
in the middle of the eighteenth century?? Although it gained power and in uence
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, it never turned Istanbul into a veritable

297aven Biberyan, Mahkamlar n “afa§ : Ozyasamoykiisii 1921-1946, translated by Deniz Kureta (Istanbul:
Aras Yay nc | k, 2021), 333-334.

30)pid., 58.
31Tbl(’jlyan quoted in Suciyan, ibid.

32|pid., 59.
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homeland for Armenians (as Istanbul was also never a part of the historical Ar-
menian kingdoms). Yet, as noted previously, Armenians of Istanbul do not consider
themselves diaspora, believing that they have not left their homeland® So, how

do postgenocide Armenians conceive Istanbul as a homeland? According to Melissa
Bilal, whom Suciyan also quotes, what characterizes the minority experience and
belonging in Turkey is the feeling of being at home and in exile at onéé. Bilal
particularly emphasizes the lived experience as crucial for understanding the way
Armenians [in Istanbul] practice and perceive their senses of belonging and displace-
ment in their "homes' , rather than holding out for a myth of return to homelands

in Anatolia.3°

How does this lived experience shape Biberyan and Giler's idea of belonging and
identity as Istanbulites? Lived experience plays an important role for these two
artists who do not particularly align themselves with or are extremely critical of
their community's institutions. In the rst pages of his autobiography, Biberyan
feels the need to draw his genealogy, even though he says that he is not particularly
interested in ancestry?® Biberyan traces his family's origins to Ankara and Van,
yet he makes it clear that his parents and their parents were all Istanbulites. He
de nes himself more specically as from Kad kdy: Ben Cengelkdy'de doS8mu3um
ama daha ¢ok Khalkedonluyum c¢unkl ¢ ya® mdan itibaren Kad koy'de, sdylenceye
gore korlerin yasad § bu antik, hatta tarih éncesi kentte yaad m37 His emphasis
on being not only Kad koyli but Khalkedonlu demonstrates his attention to the
historical and mythological texture of the city, and his lived experience enters into
a deep time conversation with the layers of history embedded in the landscape.
Moreover, Biberyan rei es his relationship with the landscape in his autobiography
through evocative descriptions, when he feels homesick during his Na a service:

Akhisar'da tukeniyordum. Nehirde yizmeye c¢al 3 yordum [...] Dipteki
her tondan yosunlarla suyun par ldamas, Moda sahilindeki kabinlerin
suya yans mas ya da Kalam3 koyunun yemyesil sahil 3eridi ya da
hatta gumuasumsu par It lar n, serpistirildi8i geni® drtiinin Burgaz ya da
Buylkada'n n yuksek yarlar ndan goruntusi, sanc | bir krisabit gibi
g6zimiin éniinden gitmiyordu3®

331bid., 60.

34Bi|a|, Longing for Home at Home , 61.
35|bid., 56-58.

36zaven Biberyan, MahkOmlar n “afa8 , 18.
37|bid., 25.

38pid., 269.
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Similarly, Guler, too, builds his identity as an Istanbulite through his lived experi-
ence and relationship with the landscape. Although Giler's mother's family came
from Istanbul, his father was from “ebinkarahisar, migrating to Istanbul at age six
to receive an educatiort® Giller's touching story Babam n Hikayesi “° opens with
his father Dacat sarcastically remarking that his son has travelled the world as a
photojournalist yet never once took him back to his village. Giler is surprised by
this request by the fact that he had never imagined his father would want to

go back to see the house he was born in. Although this is the story of his father's
return, it actually reveals Giler's understanding of home and belonging through his
attention and sensitivity to details regarding the landscape and his father's rela-
tionship with it. He watches his father nd the old house now in ruins drink

fresh water from the source, ride a cart pulled by oxen and drink ayran with the
villagers. Through these details, the idea of homeland and belonging crystallizes
in the very material relationship with the more-than-human landscape. Yet, the
reasons for his father's leaving, or why the house was left there to crumble, casts the
shadow of the fate of many Armenians in Anatolia on this touching narrative. The
sense of loss and grief that emanates from his father's story must have undoubtedly
in uenced Giler's perspective and photographic practice in the city he feels he be-
longs to: Ben kaybolmakta olan estanbul'u kaydediyorum, bitmekte olan bir 3ehri.
Biliyorum ¢linkil yok olacak ve gostermek laz m?!

From both Biberyan and Giler, we see that the idea of home and belonging is very
much rooted in these material and tactile relationships rather than an imaginary
notion of homeland, or a myth of return. The immediacy of these relationships
underlying the palpable sense of loss and grief triggered by Istanbul's rapidly chang-
ing and disappearing landscapes, turns Biberyan and Gduler's craft into grief work.
They demonstrate how belonging and indigeneity do not stem from an essentialist
identity or a claim on land, but is rooted in a practice of relating to landscape, to
be in the right relationship with it, and to story it. Viewed this way, ecocide then
becomes not only a material destruction of landscapes, but an erasure of memories,
lived experiences and stories; destruction of landscape under the guise of economic
development and modernization signi es a rupture from those memories and stories
of people accumulated and embedded in the land over generations. So, what to do

39Ali Akay, et al, Islk Calan Adam, ed. by Sevim Sancaktar (Istanbul: Ara Giler Ardiv ve Arastrma
Merkezi, 2018), 57.

40Ara Giler, Babil'den Sonra Ya3ayacas§ z, translated by Sirvart Malhasyan (Istanbul: Aras Yay nc | k, 2018),
134.

4L Akay, et al, Islk Calan Adam, 176.
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indeed, other than to mourn and rage in despair? Biberyan and Gller, too, ask
this question. How are these spectacular demolitions, massive construction and in-
dustrialization projects indicate a much more sinister, poisonous and invisible kind
of violence that permeates human and more-than-human bodies and landscapes?
How do their a ective echoes live within and around us? How do we navigate these
losses and reclaim our agency? Trying to see environmental destruction from a
wider, intersectional perspective in dialogue with other forms of social, political and
historical violence undoubtedly brings us to the question of the complexity of vic-
tim/perpetrator relations, multiple layers of implication and complicity and ways

of witnessing. In the light of these questions, | try to explore throughout this the-
sis how photography and literature, image and text di er or work together to tell
stories, to bear witness and to grieve. | aim to question the ambivalence of pho-
tography and the complicity of images considering the circulation and consumption
of Guler's archive today (which belongs to Do8u® Holding, one of the partners of
Galataport) in a way that perpetuates an uncritical nostalgia that obscures the vi-
olence against non-Muslim minorities of the city; and try to read Biberyan's novels
through a reparative lens, questioning the established interpretations of his work
solely focusing on the dark, claustrophobic, exhaustive logic of Disaster. What can
literature and narrative do that photographs can't, or can they enter into a dialogue
to create an ecosystem of storytelling, a di erent and more comprehensive way of
bearing witness? These are some of the many questions | will return to throughout
this thesis.
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1.2 Notes on Framework

1.2.1 Intersectional Approaches

Although the question of gender is not the main topic of this thesis, my approach to
grief and navigating loss, the relationship between the human and the more-than-
human landscape, and intersecting historical, political, ecological violences are very
much rooted in ecofeminist frameworks. Ecofeminist and feminist-environmental
approaches enable us to focus on relationships and mutual becomings rather than
look at objects of inquiry as separate and self-contained subjects, exploring embod-
ied ways of knowing without privileging a Western, hypermasculine rationalism. As
they accommodate spiritual and animist viewpoints within material realities, they
explore emergent ways of thinking, moving away from an either/or logic to multiple
possibilities. Environmental humanities and their critical toolkit that builds connec-
tions between trauma and memory studies, phenomenology, ecology, somatics and
mythopoetics form the foundations of this thesis, as they focus on the importance
of local, situated knowledge, showing how land and culture are interrelatet?
The intersectional framework o ered by ecofeminist approaches locates destruction
in the connection between capitalist development, racism, individualism and the
patriarchy.*3 While ecofeminism situates environmental feminism in global inter-
secting systems of capitalism, globalism and patriarchy, [it] o ers an emphasis on
material factors and suggest reparative possibilities, rather than deepening injus-
tices** This reparative approach is crucial to my thinking of the possibility of grief

in relation to Disaster. Although Giler's work does not reveal much of his politics,
Biberyan's leftist views indicate his intersectional thinking. At the end ofMahkim-

lar n “afa8 , right after his release from prison, he is o ered a job to write for the
leftist newspaperNor Or. About this Biberyan writes: Art k komunist kirlerim-

den emin olduS8umdan, solcu bir gazete olador Or bana daha uygundu [...] Art k
yaz lar m n beslendi8§i kaynak Ermeni cemaati de8il, daha geni? sorunlar olacakt>

A much less studied aspect of his life and work, perhaps a more in depth look at
Biberyan's leftist politics in relation to the reparative possibilities of grief can help
us re-examine some of the key assumptions of trauma studies and identity-based

42Penny Weiss and Wynne Moskop, Ecofeminist manifestos: Resources for feminist perspectives on the
environment, Women's Studies International Forum , 83 (2020), 5.

43\bid., 6-7.
“bid., 1, 2.

45Biberyan, Mahkamlar n “afa§ , 434.
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political movements to write better stories of survival, resistance, resilience and

community. | conclude this thesis on this question, encouraging further research
into and critical examination of the lesser-known aspects of Biberyan's works, and
opening to the very exciting and fruitful relationship between grief, re-enchantment

and storytelling.

1.2.2 Grief as a Lens

While grief is the main focus of this thesis, the reason | frame it both as a topic
of inquiry and as a lens through which I look at violence, trauma and memory, is
twofold. First, grief acknowledges the paradoxes in the logic of Disaster while also
creating a space within that impossibility for a reparative approach. Although this
will be discussed more comprehensively in chapter three, what | mean by repara-
tive is not a facile narrative that o ers a clean closure, but one that approaches
paradox and impossibility with curiosity, seeing it as an invitation. This approach
enables a response towards Disaster that is neither pessimistic or foreclosing, nor
simply reconciliatory.

Second, although | frame grief as a lens, grief is not a critical framework in the
academic sense, or an all-encompassing theory to look at loss, witnessing and Dis-
aster. This framing is a conscious choice on my part; grief is an embodied and
practice-based way of engaging with the a ective echoes of loss, which demands
awareness, presence, attention, and most of all, erce compassion. The nature of
grief overturns memorized/learned ways of navigating and speaking about loss: it
demands we show up every day to its shifting currents and poses a challenge to set,
conventional ways of writing and thinking. This is why | often refer to the works

of psychotherapists, grief workers, animist worldviews and my own experiences and
re ections as a student of death and grief learning hold space as a doula, engag-
ing and cocreating in spaces of bereavement. This connection to lived experience
consolidates my connection to joy and to community as well as the pain that loss
brings. Through this work, | reclaim resilience and agency as part of my feminist
framework, and try to read Gluler and Biberyan's works from here. Can joy and
the erotics of aliveness be found in our understanding of belonging and ways of re-
lating to homeland? | believe that this dialogue between joy and precarity could
take human and more-than-human trauma studies and storytelling into surprising
and exciting places. It can help us imagine new ways of relating to landscape, kin,
and home, and help us reclaim our imagination as a way of remembering and telling
stories that disrupt the logic of Disaster.
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2. IN THE THICK PRESENT OF LOSS

In a photograph taken in Atakdy in 1971, an old man walks along a graveled path
among the patches of dried grass and brushwood. He looks in the direction of the
camera and behind him hover new, orderly and clean-looking residential buildings,
like ghosts of a future signaling the modern, ideal urban identity of the city. Di cult

to discern at rst glance, a cat emerges at the bottom of the image from between the
twigs and the leaves, as if directly responding to the photographer's gaze. Behind
the cat are some stones half-buried in the grass, perhaps pieces of an old edi ce or
leftovers from the construction of these new buildings. Thin branches of an unseen
tree (most likely behind the photographer) creep into the frame from above, playfully
disturbing the sense of orderliness created by the buildings in the background.

The contrast between the upper half and the lower half of the photograph is striking.
The messiness of the foreground and the sleepy gaze of the cat creates an ironic
contrast to the neatly lined apartment blocks in the background, revealing the e ort
to modernize and clean up the city, giving it a new facade in response to its
growing and changing population. This spatial tension gures in many photographs
of Ara Guler. The poignancy of this image in particular lies in the fact that it
reminds me of another photograph, the photograph of a woman kneeling and praying
by a gravestone at the Surp Agop Cemetery in Taksim (Figure 2.2), expropriated
during the early Republican period®® The way images interpellate other images
a ect the way we see and interpret photographs, regardless of their chronology of
appearance, and give us an important tool to explore a ective resonances of loss in
the thick present. If we consider thick time as a way of thinking about time
and space in terms of a transcorporeal stretching between present, future and
past 47 we might be able to read how the intimacies between human bodies and

46The date and the photographer of this image is unconrmed. For a discussion on the unlawful expro-
priation process of the cemetery, see: Tamar Nalc and Emre Can Da8l 08lu, Gezi Park'nn yan bas3n-
daki Ermeni Mezarl 8, Agos, June 5, 2013, https://www.agos.com.tr/trlyazi/2794/gezi-parki-nin-yani-
basindaki-ermeni-mezarligi.

47 Astrida Neimanis and Rachel Loewen Walker, “Weathering': Climate Change and the "Thick Time' of
Transcorporeality, Hypatia, 29 (2014), 561.
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more-than-human landscapes a ect and are a ected by memory, grief and feelings
of belonging. To imagine how this material interconnectedness unearths troubling
memories of violence through thick time is always an uncanny experience as it
explores the boundary between familiarity and strangeness, calling forth the ghosts
of a foundational violence hiding in plain sight.

Figure 2.1 Ara Guler, Atakdy, 1971
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Figure 2.2 A Woman at the Surp Agop Cemetery in Taksim

The loss of a sense of belonging, both to one's own body and to the familiar spaces
and landscapes etched in one's memory, shapes the precarious and troubling notion
of home that underlies all of Biberyan's novels. Biberyan's writing works like a
photograph: bodies that are surveilled and encountered in images become spaces
where personal and collective histories converge. The human body can be con-
sidered a home itself, a (porous) container that shapes the way we relate to our
environment, a boundary between survival and death; it carries the timeless ghost of
Disaster within itself. As Zeynep Say n writes irOlum Terbiyesi everybody carries
within themselves their corpse, and the recognition of our image what we call the
self is at the same time, the recognition of our corpse®® As uncanny encounters
with bodily images trigger traumatic memories for Biberyan's characters and turn
the body into a space of ongoing historical violence, they create certain punctures
like Roland Barthes's idea of punctum in the text, making the reader question,

as if staring at a photograph, what they are looking at.

Just as Biberyan's novels enable a photographic reading, Ara Guler's work, like
Armenian Fishermen at Kumkap, puts image and narrative in dialogue with each
other. Compared to his other photographs, such as those documenting the events of
6-7 SeptemberArmenian Fishermen at Kumkap shows how the text goes beyond
merely contextualizing images in photojournalism and enables us to understand pho-
tographic documentation in terms of process rather than an endpoint, illuminating
the transcorporeal relationships between humans and the more-than-human land-

48Zeynep Say n, Oliim Terbiyesi (Istanbul: Metis, 2017), 61.
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scape. Looking at both Biberyan's and Giuler's works to understand the relationship
between the text and the image is to explore the tension between dissociation and
intimacy with life in the face of ongoing violence and destruction that Istanbul as
an ecosystem has been facing over the past century. Thinking about this intimacy
with life is necessary if we are to understand the interconnectedness of human bodies
with the more-than-human landscape, to learn to be truly present, not as a vanish-
ing pivot between awful or edenic pasts and apocalyptic or salvi ¢ futures, but as
mortal critters entwined in myriad un nished con gurations of places, times, mat-
ters, meanings#® This intimacy passes through grief and death work through

an ethics of boundaries that chips away at dominant systems of language and
representation®®

2.1 Uncanny Encounters

In Biberyan's novels, loss and its uncanny resonances are closely tied to human bod-
les and the home. In his 1919 article of the same name, Freud suggests that the
uncanny, orunheimlich, is related to the home, as the root of the word heim sig-

ni es. Freud's semantic exploration of the relationship betweeanheimlich and feel-
ings of familiarity, of being at home signi ed by the words heimlich and heimisch
leads him to the conclusion that the pre x un- implies a repression rather than an
antonym, a repression that turns the familiar into the strange! There is also a sec-
ond meaning tounheimlich one that is closely linked to the wordgeheim meaning
secret. And so, unheimlich signi es the anxiety that is not caused by something
completely strange or foreign, but by something that is inherently familiar: it is the
return of the repressed, a revelation of that which should have remained a secret.

In her book <kinci Hayat, Nurdan Gurbilek draws our attention to another layer

of meaning behind the relationship betweemnnheimlich, heim and geheim the
homeland or nation ( Heimat). Gurbilek writes that the nation's secret in-
evitably passes through the homé? In this sense, the inside of the home does not
just become the domain of a sheltered, domestic life, nor does the outside become

49Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulhucene (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2016), 1.

50say n, Olum Terbiyesi, 67.
51sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, translated by David McLintock (London: Penguin, 2003).

52Nurdan Giirbilek, skinci Hayat: Kagmak, Kovulmak, Dénmek Uzerine Denemeler (Istanbul: Metis, 2020),
51.
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its social and political counterpart. The uncanny is the shocking realization that
the outside has penetrated the inside: the foundational secret of thideimat has
manifested within the home and the body. If we consider these layers of de nition
in Biberyan's novels, we can see that the uncanny manifests in those moments when
the ghost of past and future disasters, the Wealth Tax, A3kale and the events of
6-7 September emerge from the margins of our plane of vision, through a traumatic
recall that pierces the characters' bodies and their consciousness. It is when, in
Kar ncalar n Gunbat m, Baret, having forgotten all those years what it meant to
be Armenian [...] only to remember now, after living through the rst shock [of
realization], began to understand what it means. It was to take on his Armenian
identity without wanting to [...], to realize that it is better to "not be Armenian.

But it was impossible to not be Armenian.>3

The intersection of the inside and the outside gures in the way postgenocide
Armenian society considers gender as a survival kit and gendered bodies as a
part of its social and mental repertoires to be able to continue living in the newly
formed Turkish Republic after the fall of the Ottoman Empire>* Identifying 19th
century nationalist and modernist discourses that often employ familial tropes in Ar-
menian society's postwar communal self-understanding, Lerna Ekmekgio8lu writes
that these repertoires that informed how Armenians responded to genocide and the
subsequent “minoritization' followed a gendered blueprin® Within the national
project of a people faced with extinction in the public space, these inventories of
worldview and habit relied on the Armenian family and the homespace for the con-
tinuation and the reproduction of those things that made a person Armenian®
Things such as language, memory and socialization practices that constitute the
building blocks of cultural identity had to spring from the homespace whose heart
was a mother.>” The dichotomy of the world and the home, the inside and

the outside conjured by the nationalist imagination further located the nation's
‘inner core' that which has to remain the same in the face of humiliating outside
intrusion with women, making ‘'mothers constitutive elements and transmitters

of the nation's critical di erence, a common good otherwise known as “culture,’

53Zaven Biberyan, Kar ncalar n Gunbatm , 479.

54Lerna Ekmekgcio8lu, Recovering Armenia: The Limits of Belonging in Post-Genocide Turkey (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2016), 8-9.

55pid.
56 pid.

57 pid.
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constructed as a fortress against penetration from the “world®® We see this in
a particular moment in Meteliksiz A3 klar, where Sur recalls a paragraph from a
book he recently read, on how the purity of daughters is capital for the family®
This worldview structures the tense relationship Sur has with his mother Meline,
who prides herself on not having been touched by any man except her husband.
Meline's strong disapproval of Sur's relationship with Norma, who is a working girl
belonging to the outside world, is enough to make Sur feel like a strangeryf-
banc] in his own house ®° The relationship between the inside and the outside

is further troubled by the gendered nature of 1915. The women and children who
were forcefully taken from their families into Muslim households, kidnapped, raped
and converted to Islam, and later rescued after the war in operations by the Arme-
nian community that was acting on a masculinist language of protection, honor,
and vengeance’!, and those women who could not return to the community at
all constitute the great foundational secret, the repressed, denialist legacy of the
Turkish Republic.

The relationship between home and the female body in Biberyan's novels shape
Baret's and Sur's problematic relationship with Armenianness that is structured

by postgenocide societal discourse, memories and a ective echoes of personal and
historical traumas. Biberyan's novels bring into question how much the homespace
remains a private domain, considering the internalization of the habitus of denial
that represses the memories and embodied legacies of state violence. So, what could
reading the images of the body and the home like photographs tell us about the
memories of violence that shape the consciousness of Biberyan's characters? Would
a photographic approach to the text, an alternative way of seeing lead Biberyan's
characters home? According to Marianne Hirsch, images act as ghostly revenants
from an irretrievably lost past world, a kind of spectral evidence that reveals

the striking gap between what we can see and what we can knof?. Photographs

and images are spaces where the past and the present intersect, points of memory
bridging personal and transferred memory. The traces of what has happened and
forced into oblivion, buried and repressed lie somewhere, waiting to be discovered
by an attentive eye.

%8pid., 10.

59zaven Biberyan, Meteliksiz A2 klar , translated by Natali Bagdat (Istanbul: Aras Yay nc | k, 2017), 158.
®01pid., 150.

61EkmekcioSlu, Recovering Armenia, 12.

62Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 32, 59-61.
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2.2 Ghostly Images

In Meteliksiz A3 klar, when Sur and Norma are at the Yoriikali Beach in Biyiikada,
Norma begins telling Sur the story of how she and her family migrated from Greece
in 1944. An unsettling image appears before Sur's eyes:

Sur Norma'y ince kollar ve bacaklar ile hayal etti. Bir yerde iskelete
dénmi® cocuk resimleri gormistl. Sava3® kurbanlar veya Nazi kam-
plar yla ilgili bir yaz da. O zaman Uzerinde pek bir etkisi olmam 3t.
“imdi bu kar® la3t rma dokundu ona. Kollar bacaklar dal gibi kalm 3,
eriyip bitmi® k zlar n gorantisiniin yaratt 8 sars nty badka turlu his-
setti icinde. Ve kendisi de, Norma'n n babas gibi, Alman kelimesinden
bile nefret etti. Masaya e8ildi, Norma'n n elini, kolunu tuttu ve sa8l k-
s z ¢ocuk gorintusini akl ndan uzakla3t rmak icin, onun s cak, sa8l kl
viicudunu doyumsuzca seyretti, dokund§3

Where did this disruptive image of children, emaciated bodies from the Nazi camps
come from? These photographs, which hadn't left a particular impression on Sur
at the time, suddenly manifest on the body of the woman he loves. Recalling
Susan Sontag's idea that photographs echo certain photograph®*, the reader is
confronted with a palimpsest. The uncanny e ect created by the overriding images
of the emaciated children and Norma's body create a shock in Sur, and the reader is
led to look through this puncture that Biberyan has pierced in the text to trace a
disaster, a secret with almost no visual or photographic documentation, indexed
by another, more recent disaster leading to the Nazi death camps.

The tension between tenderness and resentment, dissociation and a desire for con-
nection seen in this passage appears many times in Biberyan's texts. When the
recollection of this unsettling image, the involuntary connection between two disas-
ters touchesSur, he immediately feels the need to physicaltpuch Norma. However,
this is an ambivalent moment where the touch turns into an insatiable desire to
watch her body, blurring the line between a desire for connection and a desire for
consumption a voyeuristic tendency that lies at the heart of photography. Sur's
tenderness turns into a paternal protectiveness towards Norma that infantilizes her
body. No matter how compassionate this scene might seem, the fact that Norma
tells Sur a moment later about a marriage proposal she had received from a boy

63Biberyan, Meteliksiz A3 klar , 81.

64sSusan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), 67. Accessed February 4, 2024.
https://www.scribd.com/read/182571896/Regarding-the-Pain-of-Others.
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she had previously been with, changes the image of Norma's body in Sur's head.
Norma's warm, healthy and childlike body that belonged to Sur a moment ago is
now writhing with pleasure under someone else's body, being invaded by someone
else's yabanc] hands®® The estrangement, disgust, pain and rage that Sur feels rips
him out of a moment of potential intimacy, echoing what Lerna Ekmekcio8lu writes

in Recovering Armenia Norma's body becomes a space to be protected against
foreign invasion, an image of a child victim of traumatic violence overriding that

of a woman capable of pleasure in her body. Whereas the shock created by this
uncanny recall could have led Sur to trace this feeling of unease to its source, it is
instead displaced by the gendered tropes that Sur encounters both in his family and
community.

The feeling of loss is especially palpable Kar ncalar n Glinbat m , in Baret's grand-
mother's house in Blyikada. It is a space su used with fractured memories of the
past, memories Baret struggles to access that walk the line between dream and re-
ality. The relationship between dream, reality and image becomes a recurring motif
for loss and grief in Biberyan's novel. Just as the image of Norma's body had the
image of the emaciated children from the concentration camps mapped on it like
a palimpsest, the landscape of and around the island ikar ncalar n Ginbat m
carries the uncanny traces and dream-like visions of a not so distant past and eerily
foreshadows future events.

Towards the beginning of the novel, arriving in Blytkada to see his uncle, Baret
enters a quasi-magical world bustling with more-than-human life, where the trees
are blossoming and the butter ies quietly uttering in a weather that seems more
like spring than winter.%® Baret's attention is turned towards minute details, to

a horse grazing, to a chicken and a rooster silently picking worms on the ground.
The emphasis on silence not only heightens the meditative state Baret enters as
he walks along the paths into the forest, but also signi es a quiet contemplation
of the landscape, which becomes a kind of pastoral painting unfolding in front of
him. With each step, the scenery reveals the memory of something familiar, a
tree, or a stone, the buzzing of bees a familiar sense of home, the comfort of an
unchanging essence, a world coming alive, and along with it, Baret himself. However,
Baret nds himself confused when he encounters the massive wooden structure
on a turn that shakes him so much that it arrests his thinking. Biberyan makes

65Biberyan, Meteliksiz Asklar , 85.

66Bjperyan, Kar ncalarn Gunbatm , 50-51.
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another reference to this monstrous wooden structure towards the end of the
novel®” when Baret returns from the Southeast to deal with the house after his
uncle's death. Without clear identi cation of what this building is, the reader is left
unsure as to whether this is Baret's house or the Greek orphanage in Buyukada, the
biggest wooden structure on the island. This ambiguity is an uncanny one for us
reading Biberyan's works today, as the orphanage, which was under the patronage of
the Greek Patriarchate, was closed and the property sealed in 1964 by the General
Directorate of Foundations, on the grounds that the building constituted a re
hazard. The orphans were left without a home, forced to vacate the premises
immediately carrying their books, clothes and dishware®® Unsurprisingly, 1964
was the year the major part of the Greek population in Istanbul was unlawfully
deported and displaced, and their properties seized due to the tensions over Cyprus.
Publishing Kar ncalar n Ginbat m as a serial in theJamanak newspaper in 1970,
Cyprus was undoubtedly a current issue for Biberyan, an issue that is also vocalized
by Saraygil Azniv Han m towards the end of the novel. Therefore, it is interesting
to see how Biberyan plays with temporality here, how the orphanage which was
functioning during the 1940s when this novel takes place becomes an uncanny
reminder foreshadowing a future disaster, a monument becoming an image, a
memory of its future disuse and disintegration. Baret's sudden encounter with the
building creates a bridge between dream and reality, the present and the future. This
strange, confusing realization clouds Baret's memory: on the brink of an arresting
clarity, he is pulled back into the present moment the trees begin to obscure
his vision, and the mud sticking to his feet reminds him that the season is not
yet spring, it is still winter.%® Like the dynamic between Sur and Norma, where a
possibly tender moment was soured by feelings of rage and disillusionment, Baret
too nds himself distanced from that connection.

The wooden structure functions similarly to the image of the body in Biberyan's
novels, reminding the reader of the boundary between survival and destruction. The
building, which now stands as a reminder, a monument of its own death in the fu-
ture ’9 becomes its own double of death. InOlim Terbiyesi Zeynep Say n writes
that these doubles, like the Greek colossi or the Central Asiadpalbals(which, in
Mongolian, means to disintegrate , as Say n points out) inhabit such thresholds

571pbid., 445.

68Stelyo Berberakis, Blyikada Rum Yetimhanesi: 1964'te kap s na kilit vurulan ve restorasyonu ba3layan
binan n hazin 6ykust, BBC Turkge, October 3, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-
54401378.

69Biberyan, Kar ncalar n Giinbatm , 51.

"ORoland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Re ections on Photography , translated by Richard Howard (London:
Vintage, 2020), 117.
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and gravesites, on the intersection of life and death. They establish the relationship
between the living and the dead, letting the dead die and permitting the living
to mourn after them.”> No wonder not only the house in Biilyiikada, but also
the Tarhanyan family house(s) in Kad koy are often described as ruins or grave-
yards.’? Although Say n writes that these uncanny doubles watching over these
liminal spaces put the dead to rest by turning them into a part of our imaginary
(‘hayal ) so that they won't return as ghosts ( hayalet ), the massive wooden struc-
ture, or the houses inKar ncalar n Giinbat m have no possibility of being carried
into that symbolic plane within a system that denies any meaning to their death
and disintegration. Within the perpetuating and inde nite logic of Disaster, ghosts
will have to return: ghosts of past and future destructions, of expropriation and
exile, half-formed, never fully dead or alive. Reading the ambiguity between the
orphanage and Baret's house further consolidates the feeling of homelessness and
the loss of belonging, as the orphanage denotes a rupture or precarity of familial ties
and familial memory, be it within the biological family or the nation as a family.
And for Baret, one of the moments when he attempts to name this death is when
he nds himself trying to explain his loss to Tonietta: Fakirim Toni, ama 6nceleri
fakir de8ildik. Varl k'tan oldu. Bir giin seni Ada'ya gotureyim, bizim evi gorursun.
“imdi bir harabe, zaman nda koca binayd .”3

The images of past and future disasters are always present, hidden within the land-
scape that unfolds in front of Baret's eyes like a dream’* From the house in
Blyikada, Baret's eyes scan over the Marmara Sea towards Maltepe like a cam-
era, then to Yakac k, Bostanc and beyond. estanbul'un uzak siltietindeki par It lar
Moda'nn 3klar olmalyd. Hava saldrlar na kar® konu3lanm 3 bir cift projek-

tor Caml ca'n n Uzerinde gaprazlar giziyordu. Savasd n izleri timuyle silinmemisti.
While the traces of the recent past reveal themselves, the shadow of imminent events
su uses the minute details of the landscape. The way Biberyan associates the bright
yellow mimosa owers with re throughout the novel is an example of such reve-
lation. On the island, Baret does not fail to notice how the owers on top of the
trees were lighting up or burning ( Yaln z kalm 3 bir a8ac n tepesinde mimoza

kal nt lar yan yordu ). ’® In another moment, when he is traveling on the ferry, he
realizes that:

"1say n, Olum Terbiyesi, 64-65.

7zBiberyan, Kar ncalar n Giinbat m , 235, 423.
BIbid., 213-214.

"bid., 245.

"Spid., 51.
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Heybeli Ruhban Okulu'nun orman ndan bir duman yukseldi. Sar bir
duman, yanan kukurt gibi. Kuzeye do8ru yay Id . Camdan ¢ama, tepe-
den tepeye tim aday sard. Rizgar n kald r p yayd 8 ¢cam polenleriydi
bunlar. Baret bu uyan 3 ve Ureme tozunu seyretti. Kicukken elleriyle
dallar silkeler ve bu sar ya8murun alt nda dururlard. Anas da cok
k zard .76

This moment foreshadows the very end of the novel where the reader is told that
smoke was rising over Kad kdy, a ery color lighting up the sky/ Although Biberyan
does not explicitly state it, the readers realize that it is the eve of the events of 6-7
September 1955. However, the poignancy of this moment on the ferry lies in the
fact that the yellow smoke caused by the pollens does not belong to a re of
violence and destruction, but to a re of birth, reproduction and rejuvenation. Once
again, Biberyan's protagonist drifts into a memory of touch, a memory of intimate
connection with the landscape, when Baret recalls his mother's anger. Just as in
Meteliksiz A3 klar, the disruptive image of a woman, be it the mother or the lover,
becomes gunctum within the narrative, a way into the subtle beyond as if the
image launched a desire beyond what it permits us to se®. This perhaps becomes
more evident towards the nal third of the novel when Baret moves out of Lula
and her mother's house after quitting his job, which marks the beginning of his own
disintegration. After Haybeden hesitantly suggests that there might be a place
where Baret can stay at Mastori's barber shop in Kemeralt the seedy underbelly

of the city the reader begins to follow Baret as he descends into the dark, Ithy
labyrinthine streets of Karakdy (and of his own psyche), leaving the bright lights
and gaudy confectionary stores, cafes and cinemas of Beyo8lu behind. In the dark
alleys of Kemeralt, Baret enters a state where he forgets himself and begins to
engrave these landscapes to memory? This idea of moving beyond the conscious
mind to a space where the eye begins to record like a camera echoes the desire to
understand beyond what the image in front of Baret permits him to see. Baret's
journey through the landscape littered with rusty railways, dark workshops and
junkyards with ruins of houses so old that they seem like they have been there since
the Byzantines becomes an archeological excavation into the darkness of his own
unconscious, where only a detached eye (like a lens) can roam and record without
risking a piercing insight that might open the oodgates of emotions surrounding

61bid ., 130.
"Tbid., 523.
78Barthes, Camera Lucida, 71.

"9Biberyan, Kar ncalar n Gunbatm , 379.
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traumatic events. After Baret withesses men gazing at half-naked women sitting
around a stove, legs parted, behind naked windows , we see that this voyeuristic
tendency is transposed into the following scene, as Baret enters Mastori's barber
shop.

Baret'in bak 3lar eski, solup sararm 3, isten kararm3, yer yer yrtk
eski ta3bask resimlere tak Id . Eski sstanbul'dan manzaralar, laternal ,
panay rl tablolar. On dokuzuncu ytzy | sonu giysileri icinde ¢ plak
gO8usleriyle giizel kad nlar. Bir 3ey, bir ey hat rlat yordu bu tombul
tipler. Evet, ninesinden kalma teneke bir kutunun kapa8 nda, ayn o
sa¢ topuzlu, ¢ plak korsajl kad n resmi vard. Z maro'dan da 6nce, o
haval kad n nresmiolmus3tu blyuk a3k , ama aradaki ba8lant sadece bu
kutu des8ildi, ya da bu kutunun Gzerinden ba3ka bir ba8lant olmal yd .
Bu, insan huzursuz eden go8us, bir 3ey... ba3ka bir 3ey hat rlat yordu
sanki ona. <cini hem haz, hem de ac veren bir huzursuzluk kapl yor, o
da bir yandan bir 3eyi kendisine yaklast rmaya cal 3 yordu. Evet, bir 3ey,
kac p giden, ama var olan, ve her ne ise, kendisi taraf ndan var oldu8u
bilinen bir 3ey... 80

In this scene, although Baret is not staring at the women outside, but at themages

of women and the cityscape of old Istanbul on the wall, we see this voyeuristic gaze
turn into something uncanny, a deep desire to see an unnamable, disturbing some-
thing that is su used into both human bodies and the landscape. As these images
seep into Baret's memory, particularly into the memory of his grandmother's box,
he tries to grasp what the images of the women's breasts point towards, something
that is always a little out of focus. Susan Sontag writes that the familiarity of cer-
tain photographs builds our sense of the present and the immediate past. Images
serve as references, as totems that crystallize around them certain sentiments, and
help construct and revise our sense of a more distant past. 81 Similarly, these
images of naked women that mobilize Baret's memory and trigger an uncomfortable
feeling nd its meaning in a later scene. Under the in uence of drugs, in a hellish
dream-world between sleep and wakefulness, Baret sees a young girl, shivering from
the cold, caked in mud, repeating, Cok korkuyorum... Ne yapaca8 m? Although
this phrase was repeated in the previous chapters by Lula, who fell pregnant and
died after an unsuccessful abortion, the girl is not Lula anymore in Baret's halluci-
nation. This young girl is taken by her grandmother to a place where there would
be no more fear, but o buylkannesini hat rlam yordu. Nas | tan yacakt onu? [...]

801pid., 380.

81sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 69.
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Onun odun sobas n biliyordu, Ada'daki evin. Artk Ada'ya hi¢ gidemeyecekti®?
The way Biberyan uses the gender-neutral pronoun o to make a subtle transition
between the girl's grandmother and Baret's own opens a tunnel in Baret's mem-
ory. His grandmother, the one he remembers by her tin box, indicates a kind of
memory that is transferred maternally, a bodily memory of intimacy and belonging.
However, that line is broken; Baret does not remember his grandmother(s). The
photographs in Mastori's barber shop push Baret to lift the veil o a kind of knowl-
edge not identi ed by consciousness but deeply felt within the body. But since he
does not remember his grandmother, he will not be able to go back to the island; he
will not be able to return home. Moreover, in his hallucination, the crystal-clear
waters around Blyukada are becoming dirty, like the industrially polluted waters of
Halic.83 The breasts on the photograph suddenly appear on the water's surface, yet
these breasts that constantly fall or pour out [ d3ar ta3an ] of the bathing suit

do not belong to the beautiful women in the photographs but to Baret's mother,
Arus. Ay p, bakma! shouts Arus. Utanm yor musun, bakmal!

Here, Biberyan punctures the text once more, but who is he telling not to look, and
not to look at what? What is being kept out of Baret's and the reader's sight? This
guestion does not leave the reader in a comfortable position, as it challenges our
expectations of what we hope to see. But as hard as Arus tries to push her breasts
into her bathing suit, the more they over ow, the more they haunt our line of sight,
before everything dissolves into darkness and a deafening silence in Baret's mind.

This recurring problematic of sight and the dissociation between the eye and the
body is worth returning to in order to understand the connection between loss,
Disaster, bodies and landscapes and how it is woven into the relationship between
photography and literature. There is a telling moment inKar ncalar n Ginbat m
where we witness Baret and Lula have sex: a scene that clearly demonstrates the
oscillation between intimacy and dissociation.

Lula kendisini seyrediyordu. Bak3lar sabitti. Sanki kendisi de8ildi
de ba%kas n, ba3kalar n seyrediyordu. Bastan beri seyretmisti, sinema
seyreder gibi. Hi¢ kapatmam 3t gdzlerini, asla erimemi3, girdaba kap I-
mam 3t. O bir g6zdi, kulakt , dildi. Objektifti. Ten deS8ildi. Et de8ildi.
Kan des8ildi. Dikkatle kendisini seyrediyordu. Bitmesini sab rs zca bek-
liyordu. Bir gbrev gibi.... enceleyen gozlerle kendisine bak yordu...
Unutmuyordu. Ba3tan beri kendisinin hareketlerini izlemisti. 84

BzBiberyan, Kar ncalar n Giinbat m , 409-410.
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This idea of the eye being a lens, constantly, even obsessively watching without
blinking, being unable to turn away renders sight itself as a kind of malediction, an
inability to unsee one's own destruction that is reminiscent of Walter Benjamin's
angel of history. Just like the angel, Baret sees what we consider as a chain of events
as one single disaster, wanting to stay a moment longer, to speak to his dead, to
assemble all the broken pieces of his memorf@sHe does not want to have lenses
for eyes but wants to live with his ngertips, touching and feeling through the
sensations on his skiff® On the other hand, Lula's detached gaze studies, judges
and records Baret's every movement, but the fact that she does not only watch him
but also others depersonalizes her, emphasizing her dismemberment she is no
longer esh and blood, just an eye, a nose and a tongue. Lula as an assemblage of
parts, almost like a photomontage, reveals a tendency in Biberyan's novels to con-
stantly assemble and disassemble pieces of memory, history and traumatic recall,
culminating in the seemingly unbridgeable gap between the desire to feel and con-
nect deeply and the instinct to withdraw and dissociate. As Marianne Hirsch writes
that trauma, in its literal meaning, is a wound in icted on the esh, 87 this kind of
detachment that the photographic gaze o ers provides a protective distance from
the disasters felt too intensely on the esh (6-7 Eylul'ii teninde hissetmisti®®).
However, as we have established previously, the way images leave a ghostly trail
of touching piercing insights that traverse temporal, spatial, and experiential di-
vides &9 |ets photographs serve as a ective triggers for memory, prompting a bodily
response that precedes any kind of narrativ¥. Biberyan's novels, which read like
photographs, hold these two contradictory qualities together; the capacity to hold
both desires connection and dissociation carries within itself a reparative po-
tential that opens a door into thinking about grief. Subtly shifting the question

of Distaster from one of representation to sensation, Biberyan turns narratives into
photographs, allowing the [reader] to enter the image, to imagine the disaster ‘in
one's own body’, yet to evade the transposition that erases distance, creating too
available, too direct an access to this particular pasf?

85Walter Benjamin, Son Bak 3ta A3k: Walter Benjaminden Se¢me Yaz lar , ed. by Nurdan Gurbilek (Istan-
bul: Metis, 1993), 48.

86Biberyan, Kar ncalar n Guinbat m , 344.
87Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory, 80.
88Biberyan, Meteliksiz A klar , 127.

89Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory, 61-62.
Dybid., 38-39.
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A similar dynamic is also present in Ara Gller's photographs of 6-7 September.
These documentary images taken during the events give us a good example how
photography holds an ambivalent position as both a mode of witnessing and a me-
diator of a di erent kind of violence enacted upon that which is being witnessed.

Figure 2.3 Ara Gller, BeyoS8lu, 1955

In his photographs, Giler, who witnessed the events unfold in BeyoS8lu, explores
the relationship between directness and indirectness in documenting the violent de-
struction taking place in the streets. In Figure 2.3, the viewer gets a bird's eye view
of a crowd, a mix of onlookers and those rummaging through the destroyed and
looted material scattered on the street. While the Turkish ag dominating the up-
per third of the frame makes an ironic statement, implying that the looters and the
perpetrators of this violence are protected by the Turkish state, the tiny, deper-
sonalized gures remind us of the ants inKar ncalar n Ginbat m , shapeless and
nameless gures running to and fro, with various degrees of implication and indif-
ference towards the violence and destruction taking place in the city. These ants
gure in other photographs of Giler as well, particularly in those documenting the
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