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96 Photography’s Imaginary: 
Modern Turkey in the 
Making 

Özge Baykan Calafato

How to capture the expression of 
sleep in a picture of a sleeping cat? By 
bringing your camera up close to the 
cat’s face, offers photographer Namık 
Görgüç (1895–1947), and focusing on 
the whiskers, just below the closed 
eyes. In doing so, he writes, “You will 
surely create a more dynamic scene 
than the distant and flat photograph 
you might take from the cushion 
across.”1 

This is what Görgüç calls an ölü 
olmıyan (“non-dead”) moment of the 
photographic subject, the capture 
of which helps turn the photograph 
into a work of art.2 Görgüç was one 
of the most prominent photographers 
of Turkey’s early republican era. His 
work appeared in a wide range of 
publications, particularly in the lead-
ing newspaper Cumhuriyet, which he 
joined in 1924 and where he contin-
ued to work until his death. Görgüç 
wrote extensively on photography, 
offering insights into photographic 
techniques and everything from com-
position and light to photographic 
fixers. Few of his contemporaries 
approached photography with the 
same depth of knowledge or clarity 
of expression.4 While his columns in 
Yedigün and Foto Magazin from the 
1930s tend to be highly technical,5 his 
avid advocacy for and understand-
ing of photography as an art form is 

palpable across his writings. In his 
photographs, Görgüç exhibits a pro-
found love for both taking and posing 
for photographs, as figure 1 demon-
strates. In his photography and his 
writings on the medium, he articu-
lates a compelling sense of passion, 
pride, and playfulness as a photogra-
pher deeply engaged with the evolv-
ing identity of the young republic.

Görgüç is one of the two pioneering 
photographers, alongside Selahat-
tin Giz (1914–1994), whose works are 
featured in the extensive Cumhuri-
yet Newspaper Photography Archive 
(CFA) housed in the Istanbul Research 
Institute.6 The archive comprises ap-
proximately 90,000 images, primarily 
composed of glass negatives and roll 
film. Having arrived without specif-
ic organization or categorization, a 
considerable portion of the collection 
features images by both Görgüç and 
Giz from the 1920s and 1930s, with a 
separate segment by Giz that extends 
into the 1970s.7 Focusing on early re-
publican-era imagery, this article aims 
to bring visibility to this remarkable 
collection—central to the Institute’s 
large photographic archive—while 
also exploring the possibilities it of-

fers for the study of modern Turkey 
and its photographic histories.

Many of the images in the collection 
were photographed for publication in 
newspapers and magazines. Indeed, 
some have been identified in the pag-
es of Cumhuriyet. Attributing each 
image to its respective photographer 
presents a significant challenge, as the 
identification of specific photographs 
remains ambiguous despite possible 
stylistic indicators. Giz began his pho-
tography career in high school, join-
ing Cumhuriyet in 1931 and working 
there for over forty years.8 The fact 
that Görgüç and Giz both produced 
and published work with access to 
the same darkroom in the 1930s pos-
es a challenge for the cataloguing of 
the photographs. Further complicat-
ing matters is the fact that Görgüç 
mentored Giz and, as F. Gülru Tan-
man notes, the two likely exchanged 
glass negatives and roll film.9 While 
acknowledging the difficulties inher-
ent in distinguishing between the two 
photographers, it is plausible that the 
photographs from the 1920s belong 
to Görgüç, particularly given the age 
difference between him and Giz, who 
was twenty years his junior. In addi-

Figure 2: A Dârülbedâyi actress, Istanbul, mid-1920s. Photographer: Namık Görgüç. 
SVIKV, IAE, CFA_013976.

Figure 1: Namık Görgüç on Beyazıt 
Tower, Istanbul, ca. 1930s. Suna and 
İnan Kıraç Foundation Photography 
Collection (SVIKV), İstanbul Research 
Institute (IAE), CFA_015152.



97tion, Görgüç appears to have cultivat-
ed a distinctive low-angle perspective 
as a signature pose (see fig. 6).

The photographs in the collection 
reveal an intimate relationship be-
tween the medium of photography 
and the figure of the photographer, a 
modern relationship that rapidly per-
meated Turkish society as amateur 
photography became commonplace 
in households in the 1930s. The col-
lection inspires a multitude of story-
telling possibilities that draw on this 
relationship—the stories we imag-
ine the photographs might be tell-
ing, whether individually, in a series, 
or together as a collection, filtered 
through the gaze and psyche of the 
two photographers, both of whom 
embody the modern secular West-
ernized Turk that the new republic 
sought to produce. In their portraits, 
Görgüç and Giz capture the new re-
gime as it sought to be depicted, res-
caling and recalibrating this official 
representation with varying degrees 
of intimacy. Their images feature a 
range of sitters, including Turkish 
beauty queens,10 “Gürbüz Çocuk” (Ro-
bust Child) contestants,11 Dârülbedâyi 
actors,12 musicians, politicians, tribal 
leaders, sculptors, painters, teachers, 
students, patients, nurses, soldiers, 
scouts, and criminals, among others. 
Some of these people in the photo-
graphs are famous, some not. Some 
are organized in series, while oth-
ers are standalone images without a 
clear context. Shot predominantly in 
Istanbul, the photographs present a 
wide range of bodies, poses, postures, 
and locations: people asleep, at home, 
outdoors (fig. 8), in a tea garden, hav-
ing a meal, on the street, in a class-
room, on the beach, on stage, at a fac-
tory, couples posing on the Bosporus, 
athletes on a train, children on a Veci-
hi Hürkuş plane (fig. 9),13 a group of 
masked participants at a Baklahorani 
carnival,14 women smoking cigarettes 
(figs. 2 and 4). A picture of Muammer 
Karaca being interviewed in bed, an 
image from the set of a Muhsin Er-
tuğrul film, Neyzen Tevfik posing 
with a ney. Families, relatives, friends, 
and colleagues. These faces, bod-
ies, poses, and locations collectively 
narrate a distinct story of a republic 
in the making, with representations 
that traverse the public and private 

spheres. The collection also contains 
family photographs of Görgüç and 
Giz (fig. 4).15 

These photographs’ varying scales 
of intimacy and the representations 
of modernity they contain prompt 
viewers to think beyond the standard 
categories of vernacular photography, 
documentary photography, photo-
journalism, and art photography. The 
multiple ways in which these pho-
tographs as archival objects (might) 
have been used and reused complicate 
how we might classify them and the 
photographers who produced them 
when cataloguing in archives today. 

A portrait that gives the impression 
of an intimate setting or an intimate 
relationship between the subject and 
the photographer may, if later pub-
lished in a newspaper, be perceived 
instead as belonging to the public 
domain, thus raising questions of in-
tent, agency, and circulation. From 
a Dârülbedâyi prompter (fig. 3) to a 
painter at work (fig. 5), these images 
challenge our understanding of so-
cial life in early republican Turkey 
and urge us to consider how different 
photographic categories and practices 
mediated the making of this emerging 
social life.

Figure 3: A Dârülbedâyi prompter at the Tepebaşı Dram Theater, Istanbul, early 1930s. 
SVIKV, IAE, CFA_003360.

Figure 4 A woman smoking a cigarette in a public park, late 1920s. SVIKV, IAE, 
CFA_016330.



98

These photographs from the early re-
publican era highlight the classed na-
ture of the image of the modern Turk-
ish citizen, revealing how Turkish 
individuals, particularly those from 
the newly established urban middle 
classes, actively engaged in shaping 
the aesthetics of citizenship through 
self-representation in portraiture.16 In 
the collection, we observe, too, how 
the citizens of modern Turkey used 
photography to produce, reify, and 

disseminate a predominantly West-
ernized, urban, middle-class, and het-
eronormative image. 

This image of the modern Turkish 
citizen was reinforced through gen-
dered and classed etiquette, exem-
plified in the phrase “stand nobly, 
look innocently” (asilane durunuz, 
masumane bakınız).17 Emblematic of 
its time, this phrase directs sitters to 
pose for photographs in a way that 
reflects the dignity and manners ex-
pected from the ladies (hanımefen-
di) and gentlemen (beyefendi) of the 
young republic. Yet the photographs 
in the collection also complicate the 
notions of nobility and innocence 
imposed by both the regime and 
social expectations, revealing what 
Elizabeth Edwards calls “points of 
fracture” (2001) that help challenge a 
rigid understanding of portrait pho-
tography at the time.18 

Might we then read figure 7, in which 
İsmet İnönü floats in the water wear-
ing a life vest, as a point of fracture? 
As a part of a series depicting İnönü’s 
family on the beach and in the wa-
ter, this image reveals a compelling 
moment for reflection on the ways 
in which authority and vulnerability 
converge on a photographic surface. 
At the same time, in line with Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk’s iconic pictures from 
the 1930s, where he poses in a bathing 
suit on the Florya beach without any 
apparent security around him, this 
level of intimacy and vulnerability 
could be seen as part of İnönü’s image 
as a relatable and approachable leader, 
a pioneering role model in the process 
of making the modern Turkish body 
in public. 

Magazine articles teaching photogra-
phy to emerging amateur photogra-
phers, including columns by Görgüç, 
point to amateur photography’s rap-
id spread side by side with official 
photography in the early republic. 
With cheaper cameras and the in-
creasing availability of resources for 
photographic processing, amateur 
photographers experimented with 
new techniques and artistic perspec-
tives.19 In this context, the Halkevleri 
(People’s Houses) and Köy Enstitüleri 
(Village Institutes) played a crucial 
role in fostering a vibrant photo-
graphic culture in the 1930s and 
1940s and provided platforms for 
both professional and amateur pho-
tographers to develop their skills and 
showcase their work. Görgüç himself 
held exhibitions at the Halkevleri, in-
cluding a major retrospective of his 
work entitled Röportaj ve Hâdisat Fo-
toğrafları Sergisi 1919–1943 (Reportage 

Figure 5: Painting with a model at the Academy of Fine Arts, Istanbul, early 1930s. Two 
possibilities for the artist pictured in the photograph are Sabiha Bengütaş (1904–1992), 
one of the first Turkish sculptors to graduate from the academy, and the painter Hale 
Asaf (1905–1938). SVIKV, IAE, CFA_003597.

Figure 6: Portrait of a young man, 
possibly by Namık Görgüç, early 1930s. 
SVIKV, IAE, CFA_010554.

Figure 7: İsmet Pasha (İnönü) swimming 
at Heybeliada, Istanbul, 1929. Possibly by 
Namık Görgüç. SVIKV, IAE, CFA_005423.



99and Event Photography Exhibition) 
with one thousand photographs in 
fifty sections at the Kadıköy Halkevi 
in 1943.20 

In the catalogue of his 1943 retro-
spective, Görgüç describes this exhi-
bition as “nothing more than the sin-
cere expression that it is not possible 
for a newspaper photographer to be 
present at every event or to create a 
valuable piece from every subject.”21 
This sentiment offers insight into 
Görgüç’s perspective on his own 
photographic practice.22 First-hand 
accounts like these add additional 
frameworks for our readings of the 
photographs, contributing to layered 
imaginings of early republican so-
cial, cultural, and political life across 
a range of rapidly modernizing re-
publican spaces. The Institute’s col-
lection sheds light on the intricate 
relationships that people forge with 
photography, using it as a mirror for 
their desired selves in a multiplicity 
of social settings. I argue that, be-
tween the official and the personal, 
these images invite us to envision an 
emerging free space in photography, 
one that exists outside fixed catego-
ries, in part due to the transformed 
status of these photographs as ar-
chival objects today. The trusting 
relationship established between the 
sitter(s) and the photographer offers 
an opportunity to think through 
the vulnerabilities of citizenship 
as individuals negotiate a modern 
identity at a transformative histor-
ical moment. Although still shaped 
by the conventions of portrait and 
press photography at the time—as 
Görgüç’s teachings also affirm—the 
photographs in the collection allow 
for a critical examination of how 
agency, intent, and context intersect 
and entangle within photographic 
practices in a specific political land-
scape, prompting us to rethink the 
boundaries, definitions, and catego-
ries of photography itself.
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Figure 8: A young man and a child sitting by a tree, before 1925. SVIKV, IAE, 
CFA_007717.

Figure 9: Children on a Vecihi Hürkuş plane in Yeşilköy, Istanbul, early 1930s. SVIKV, 
IAE, CFA_004061.
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