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JAN BOELEN

Why a project such as Camekân?

Alternative design and art education initiatives have 
consistently provided space for bold experimentation and 
the production of new knowledge, from the Bauhaus to 
Black Mountain College, and from Global Tools to the 
Sigma Group. These initiatives have helped not only design 
and art, but also education and learning in general evolve, 
question themselves and push their own boundaries. Not 
limited to a concern over design, many of these experiments 
have also allowed for the experimentation of alternative 
ways of living, working, and connecting with each other 
and with ourselves. Through this process-based experiential 
research, new manifestations, meanings, and implications of 
design have surfaced.

Today, design and media have assumed the shapes of 
enquiry, power and potency. They have become wider than 
the world and life itself, permeating all layers of everyday 
life. As design becomes pervasive, the discipline can no 
longer claim to offer solutions to everything. In fact, the 
one-size-fits-all approach of many universal global systems 
is gradually showing its cracks and exclusions. Similarly, 
design education – where the field and its practitioners 
have traditionally been reviewed and refined – now finds 
itself navigating between new constraints and challenges 
regarding relevance, adaptability, accessibility, and finances.

As a space for critical reflection on design established in a 
historically rich context, Camekân offers ample opportunity 
to question the very production and replication of design 
and its education. In 2022 the Istanbul Design Biennial 
metamorphosed, in effect reinventing itself and becoming 
a productive, process-oriented platform for education and 
design to research, experiment and learn in and from the city 
and beyond.

As one of the Istanbul Design Biennial’s innovative 
initiatives, Camekân has stretched both the space and time 
of traditional design or media workshop: situated in a Han, 
i.e. a traditional space devoted to production and exchange, 



3/6

CAMEKÂN 000000000000000000000000000000

ADVISORS

ISTANBUL DESIGN BIENNIAL

it unfolded as a flexible one-month-long programme that 
hast fostered creative responses to global acceleration, the 
generation of alternative individual methodologies, outputs 
and forms of design and education. Camekân proved to 
be a set of extremely dynamic learning formats, nurturing 
creative production, sustainable collaboration, and social 
connection.
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What is the purpose of workshops and residency 
programmes? Is it possible for an in-depth work to emerge 
in such limited time? What will the exhibition targeted 
for the end of the programme represent? These were the 
questions which we sought to answer during our first 
meeting with the Istanbul Design Biennial team regarding 
the Camekân residency  programme. By all accounts, it 
would not have been realistic to expect the participants 
to really absorb the city they would be visiting and draft 
a convincing project manifesto about it in such a short 
time period as one month. Rather, the programme would 
constitute a research pillar for the participants’ ongoing 
personal projects, and the outcomes would be considered as 
sketches within their designer’s journey. The main – and, 
in my view, most valuable – goal of the programme was to 
create a collaborative work and debate environment, and 
to build international bonds by involving multidisciplinary 
designers with heterogeneous backgrounds in each other’s 
journey. This, the second programme I am involved in as 
part of the Istanbul Design Biennial, has opened my eyes 
as to how the workshops’ spectrum is not limited to the 
relatively short time of their duration, and I feel privileged 
to be a part of an expanding community. 

Although the applications were made individually, collective 
work and interaction started from the very first day through 
the process of sharing the production areas, assisting to 
the open lectures given by the mentors, and taking part in 
city exploration trips that helped set the stage for common 
discussions. Barın Han provided the perfect workshop 
space for the residency, both as a physical location and a 
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source of inspiration. Hearing the story of Emin Barın, an 
acclaimed master calligrapher and graphic artist, from his 
own grandson Emir; finding out that, back in the day, the 
location was, beyond a mere artist’s studio and bookbinding 
workshop, hosting weekly gatherings for the art and design 
community in Istanbul, was utterly inspirational. The 
fact that Barın Han is located on the historical peninsula, 
where the old Hans and street markets still perpetuate 
the fabrication and trade tradition in the heart of the city, 
also constituted a strong reference point in the phase 
of observation of the local crafts and display methods 
implemented in the city. The daily life practices that make 
up the spirit of the region, the interactions between the local 
inhabitants and their environment and their impact on public 
space were very adequately perceived and deciphered by 
most of the participants.

Clemens and Jannik were driven by the composition of 
the public space and the simple and often improvised 
products and display solutions achieved by local residents. 
They gathered materials from the surrounding streets and, 
by devising their own site-specific production methods, 
transformed them into simple everyday objects such as 
stools, tables and coasters. Instead of exhibiting them as 
design objects detached from their context, they arranged 
them into a tea house setup on the street, at the entrance 
of Barın Han, providing the visitors of the exhibition with 
a social experience before they even entered the venue. 
The fact that they had no plans to work as a duo before 
they came, and the way the same duo formed organically 
as a result of the collective working environment, was 
particularly gratifying, as the idea of potential cooperation 
between participants was precisely one of the aims of the 
programme. Hanieh’s intervention on the street, focusing on 
stale bread, turned the contradiction between the familiar 
view of waste bread piles in public spaces and the 
traditional acceptance of bread as sacred, into a memorable 
performance and experience for the audience.

The exhibition setup, which was not pre-determined by any 
rules at first, turned into a manner of tour, full of multi-
layered impressions connecting the outside with the inside, 
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reflecting the nature of the walks taken across the city. In 
addition to the works that overflowed onto the streets, some 
participants brought their impressions of the city indoors. 
Kathi brought the multi-layered urban landscape of Istanbul 
inside the main location, as a sensory experience involving 
handmade colours and recorded sounds. Elif, who often 
refers to narratives pertaining to historical buildings in her 
personal works, added the story of the Doğan Mansion 
to her portfolio. She brought the stories contained by this 
intriguing building, the access of which is closed to the 
public, inside a room waiting to be discovered deep within 
Barın Han, with the help of a speculative narration and 
found sounds.

The ways in which the participants’ project statements, 
which they had elaborated before their arrival, evolved and 
transformed as they experienced the city and the impact 
of the collaborative working environment, was also well 
worth witnessing. Pia, aiming to explore the calm and 
serene spaces in Istanbul, soon came to the conclusion that 
there can be no truly serene space in this chaotic city of 
14 million. However, she also reflected that peace of mind 
may not necessarily be found alone, but rather in moments 
shared as a group, such as having a tea break. By correlating 
the tension in the city not only with the crowd but also 
with its geographical structure, as an earthquake zone, she 
transfigured the link between peace and tension into her 
installation involving quivering tea glasses. After the first 
days of the programme and the joint discussion sessions, 
Yılmaz decided to fashion the story he wanted to tell 
through weaving, building on the residency and collective 
working experience, and literally making all the participants 
a part of his work. He showed us how weaving can be used 
as an improvised means of expression by turning sweaters 
and other pieces of clothes belonging to the participants 
into yarn, which he used as the primary material of his 
woven artwork. Contrary to most participants, who focused 
on materiality and social experiences, Kusay proposed an 
alternative cyber world, deprived of entropy and building 
its own truth. Just like his suggestions throughout the group 
discussions during the programme did, his work challenged 
the material world and reality as we know it, eventually 
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confonting the audience with an alternative cyber reality, in 
the basement of Barın Han.

Overall, I truly enjoyed exploring the city again and together 
through the eyes of the participants, working with all the 
mentors, some of whom I already knew, others whom I 
newly met with, and being a part of the expanding network 
of the Istanbul Design Biennial once again. I am sure that 
I will be back at Barın Han often, a space I particulary 
enjoyed discovering thanks to the Camekân programme. I 
must admit, I might find it strange, on my next visit, not to 
run across the Istanbul Design Biennial team, who settled in 
the residency space from day one, ensuring that the entire 
programme flew smoothly as if they had always been there, 
in the office at the entrance of the building, welcoming and 
showing the way to all who took part in the project.
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