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Introduction
Meticulously placed on street corners and hung across
Istanbul’s cityscape, is Bread. Its hyper-sacred nature
translates into unusual powers. If not consumed, it is kissed
respectfully, then placed on the forehead, removed from
domestic space, carefully placed away from anywhere near
the feet or the ground, a location is ascribed to it on a shelf,
a corner above the walking level where it can be visibly
exhibited for the next consumer, and forgotten with peace of
mind. It is an organic form of collective exhibition making.
It is constitutive of the city’s visual identity; you see it,
yet you also don’t. You might not take notice of it because
its aesthetic features are not palpable. It is only those who
seek it that find it, and it in extreme abundance. This very
plentifulness transforms into and out of multiple forms of
meaning. It is a hyper-food: its idea takes shape in political
havoc, manipulation, class division and hyper-sacredness,
and its materiality in overconsumption, improvisation, extra
repurposing, and light-mindedness. Abundance and scarcity
are both political constructs of the same language, which,
to a large extent, define our world by generating borders by
means of political technology.

On Self-deployed Agency: Craftspeople
While discovering the intricate web of hidden workshops
scattered across hans in Istanbul’s Sultanahmet and
Karakoy neighbourhoods, we asked ourselves many critical
questions regarding the notion of craft and how it should be
approached, specifically when it comes to its preservation,
access, intervention, and mapping. The conversation
regarding the disappearance of crafts as a nostalgic, less
expensive, traditional medium of production vis-a-vis
keeping it alive as means of production for designers, gains
further signification through the notion of improvisation.
Improvisation in this context becomes the main feature of
production as craft. Improvisation regarding production
quality, working environment, and recognition, is in direct
connection to minimal working conditions, cheap, and
no-brand labour. One may argue that what defines designers
(in contrast to craftspeople) is the notion of self-promotion,
meaning that they are aware of self-marketing -the true
value of their work/brand-, positioned on the international
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market, and have relative control of their own when it
comes to commissions. These conscious approaches towards
labour constitute the main reasons why craft and manual
work is expensive in Europe and cheap in the Global South.
Artisanship versus craftsmanship. This does not mean that
craftspeople are not aware of means of self-promotion, and
passive regarding their work; they choose to operate in this
manner as a form of lifestyle, or perhaps we should not even
try to define it. These notions are instrumental in defining
the contrast between the designer boutiques in the touristic
area of Beyoglu and small hidden dark workshops scattered
across the hans of Istanbul’s bazars. It is what distinguishes
the Eurocentric entrepreneurship setup, comprising a
business mindset, networking with wealthy patrons, from
(formally) non-organised labour. The craftspeople already
have a strong sense of agency that might not resemble

the popular kind artists and activists have access to, but

is an organic form of grassroots resistance that is inherent

to people in the bazar. One should be very careful when
addressing these matters. Perhaps collective non-recognition
is an active form of agency that inertly informs a traditional
form of kinship in the shape of labour, already contributing
to many sociopolitical issues like decelerating gentrification
and segregation, self-organised cooperation, or syndicates,
and unions.

How can agency be enabled through the design/art
perspective? Is it even possible for external actors to enable
it?

Is it important to keep this sort of crafts alive in Istanbul’s
hans? What does this extend to? What are the questions we
should be asking ourselves when it comes to keeping crafts
alive? Does it have consequences?

Stereotyping the craftsperson is also a pit that should be

avoided falling into. Although most craftspeople are proud
of what they accomplish, it most probably wasn’t their first
choice of occupation, and the decline in the demand for the
work they do hinders them from wanting the same for their
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children. We, as self-proclaimed designers/artists, should
be ponderously careful not to get caught in glorification
when it comes to addressing crafts from an external
perspective, however exciting it might be. The work of
the craftspersons should be given value to, insofar as they
feel comfortable accepting it. The designer-craftsperson
relationship inherently forms a barrier which, to put it
mildly, activates itself into a form of hierarchy. The reality
of mass production is that it is the product of our current
capitalistic lifestyles, and the least artists or researchers in
this field can do is to find active means of interacting with
the craftspeople directly, by handing them incentive power
and agency to continue if they desire to.

On the Spectrum of Order: Improvisation
During our wanderings in the streets and corners of
Istanbul as a group, trying to reach an understanding of
our immediate surroundings, we came to immediately
investigate urban elements in terms of how, why and by
whom they were produced and placed. From animal-headed
human mannequins to exaggerated juice stand designs,
Istanbul, like many other densely populated cities of the
world, has a unique exuberance that never tired us from
walking hours on end. This amusement comes from the
creativity of its inhabitants. The visitor’s excitement is
aroused by the unlimited number of collective possibilities
that a cityscape can formulate through the active production
of pragmatic creative objects and situations. Improvisation
may designate the use of everyday material to make benches
and stools, or the funny pictures and writings people choose
to put up on their signs; in the end, all the unique ways
of expression through material forms which reflect the
playfulness and aesthetics (far from the academic-informed
aesthetics) of individuals in connection to the amount of
freedom they have under authoritarian regulations. If we
call this amount of freedom, regarding self-initiated urban
intervention, order, then order is pretty much a scale, and it
differentiates European-style ordered cities from cities like
Istanbul. Having lived in Tehran and knowing about cities
like Cairo, to me, Istanbul stands in the upper-middle spot
on the order-disorder spectrum of cities. What amazes the
visitor of the disordered city is its unlimited possibilities
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of exploration and action: the fluid quality of authority

and social judgement. On the other hand, the visitor of the
ordered city on this spectrum (if granted the freedom of
mobility, a.k.a. a visa), for instance a city in western Europe,
is mind-blown by the level of organised city elements, such
as transportation, of individualism and regulation (naturally
some people from both sides of the spectrum cannot
withstand the opposite extreme points). Although all cities
of the world actively soar towards imitating the Eurocentric
urban design by destroying original urbanscapes, most of
them -hopefully- will take long before they are completely
tamed and disciplined. Ravished by what Istanbul had to
offer us so generously, we also attempted to look beyond
the facade of the city and try to understand how the city
operates through issues such as cheap immigrant labour,
declining economy, politically induced construction,
tourism, and poverty.

Aesthetics of a Collective Culture:

Placed Urban Bread
Not all orders across the world have to look alike. The
current presumed order of things in the world restricts our
aesthetic understanding of others. If comprehending the
aesthetics of a collective order which we are not familiar
with is difficult, then the practice of conscious letting-it-be
might be a means to respect other built environments as
they are. If eccentricity, absurdity, fakeness, messiness, and
silliness* are the qualities that inform an urban environment,
that environment has a collective aesthetic value that
organically evolves within these qualities. Forceful
disruption of this messy order (which is usually defined
as modernity) is what defines many Middle Eastern cities’
problems.

The countless hours of walking in Istanbul drew my
attention to bread: a material so familiar to my eye that I
had somehow learned to avoid it altogether. It came back to
me in my sleep in my hotel room. I overcame my uncanny
fear of addressing it as a material and looked at it with a
kinder eye than before. The reason I actively hadn’t noticed
it before was that I disliked the responsibility that came
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with handling bread. The manner in which it is placed on
the streets also made me share this burden, as a protector
of the bread; the aesthetic way in which it is positioned

on the corners everywhere across the urban space seemed
to me like an imposed, yet useless effort at dealing with

an unwanted material. Intentionally not throwing away
something so excessively sacred, but at the same time trying
to get rid of it, defines a rather unusual way of placement
within the urban environment. Its positioning has rather
specific features: it should be placed higher than the ground
where the feet tramp (regardless of the measurements);

it should be on a corner or a stand; it should be visible;

it is somewhat functionally placed; prettiness is of no
importance, and the aftermath (for example the bread
getting wet) is not necessarily considered by the person
who places it. All these common aspects materialise into a
rather non-noticeable, yet systematic social action. The inert
material value of bread transforms into a non-performative
exhibition, enabled through inherent collective cultural
agency. This pragmatic intuitive order informs its specific
aesthetic conditions, as we see it substantiated all across
Istanbul.

*The lack of a proper language to define these qualities
brings me to use words that seem negative in the binary
system of language.

The Exhibition: Sofreh
Our exhibition as a group started by gathering around the
sofreh of bread at Barin Han, and ended by placing bread
on the street close to the area where we had spent one
month working on our project. The initial gathering was
an invitation for the eight of us to get together once more
towards the end of the residency to contemplate and share
warm fresh bread. It was a tender reflection of the hard
work required to produce and repurpose bread, a general
appreciation of domestic and manual work. A gathering to
focus on the past month together and to appreciate each
other’s presence before leaving.
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The ongoing work involved a process of tracing large
quantities of bread, interacting with people, collecting,
manipulating, and eventually placing it. We considered

the act of placing bread as a reflection on the exhibitory
fashion of its existence in Istanbul and experimenting it

in the domestic (gallery space) area and urbanscape (on

the street). The domestic spread of the exhibition was a
slight reminder of the bread’s smell, beauty, and warmness
whereas the placement of the bread outside near the square
of the Serefiye Cistern -at the intersection of five streets-
constituted an approach to understand its urban identity.
Trying to reflect similar improvised aesthetics of bread-
placing, the two works were not meant to be provocative,
but rather experimental. The aim was to measure people’s
sensory values regarding the placement of 20 kilos of bread
pieces on municipality-owned clean pavement near the
exhibition space. The fact that it was cleared out ten minutes
afterwards showed that, although our understanding of

the value of bread as an object was similar, its unordinary
placement created an unnecessary reaction that would not
have happened if carried out in a more traditional manner.
The next day, we carried all the same bread -neatly collected
by the municipality’s janitorial staff the day before- and
located it on a historical wall near central Sultanahmet,
which apparently was a perfect location for placing bread,
regardless of its conditions, judging by how scores of people
used it for this purpose. Very soon, cats and dogs visited the
spread of bread and we all left Istanbul the next day.

We extend our deepest thanks to all the bakers of the bread
that keeps us full and our hearts warm.
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