
�
�

Güler Ates in conversation with a curator Joseph Constable 

Joseph Constable:  I’d like to begin by discussing the medium of photography. We have 
spoken previously about the performativity in your work and the elements of staging that 
exist within it, which often results in a certain theatricality. In many ways, you are 
choreographing or directing the movements of someone in order to establish a series of 
static images. It's something that is actually quite mobile, based on movement and 
fluidity, and yet the final result is a fixed photograph. It is a moment captured. I was 
therefore interested to hear more about how you first came to photography, and also the 
relationship to performance.  

Güler Ates: When I was in Istanbul, Turkey, I first studied architecture, specifically 
technical drawing within Architecture. I was aiming to become an architect, because my 
parents wanted me to. After a long battle, I left technical drawing and went on to study 
Fine Art, but after a year I left this course to come to the UK (1999). I restarted again 
with a foundation course at Lewisham College and studied painting at the Wimbledon 
School of Art, but I was given the opportunity to explore, for example through making 
video, screen-printing and some early performances. Even though my tutors were keen 
on my paintings, I never found them satisfactory. There was something about them that 
was pleasing for an audience, but not for me. I then decided to move away from painting, 
which was quite a challenging process. Fortunately, my course leader George Blacklock 
offered me access to different tutors to support me. In my final year I entered into the 
medium of photography, which was included in my degree show. That's how I started, 
when I discovered that capturing the moment, for me, was much more exciting than 
painting and the process of working on something for months. Painting has a very long 
history and I wasn't necessarily well versed in that history. The first time I went to a fine 
art museum was when I began studying art, but before that it was only through books. 
So, perhaps I haven't developed that relationship to painting. I mean, now maybe it is 
different, but at the time in Turkey painting had a very upper class association, whereas 
photography is ubiquitous; people always took our photograph and shared with us.  
 
When I went on to do my Masters at the Royal College of Art, I studied printmaking, which 
I found to be very open and exciting. It was during this course that I went to Cité 
Internationale des Arts in Paris for a residency, where I begun to make costumes and 
explore working with performance and photography. Initially I was the model and a friend 
of mine was taking the photographs of the performances. I also had time to read Edward 
Said’s works and visit historic places in Paris. Later I discovered Leighton House Museum 
through one of my tutors. For me, that place was a fantastic point of departure because 
it's a genuine fusion of East and West in a very decorative manner; it’s a theatre that 
mixes Venice, Iznik, Constantinople, Damascus and Persia.  
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JC:  Leighton House used to be a private home. Is that right?  

GA:  Yes, it was the house of Lord Leighton (1830-1896). What is interesting is that Lord 
Leighton was also one of the favourite painters of Queen Victoria, at a time of the Eastern 
exoticism that was being depicted. Lord Leighton was the president of the RA and he 
travelled to Italy, Spain, Egypt, Turkey, Algeria, Greece and Syria. His house was already 
like a museum, a place where he showed his paintings and collection and entertained his 
guests. Arab Hall is the centrepiece of the house and in middle of the room there is a 
water fountain. This magnificent reception room design was inspired from La Zisa at 
Palermo in Sicily. So, Leighton House was where, for me, it unfolded, my understanding of 
theatre. It's a piece of theatre for me.  

JC:  I think it's interesting what you're saying about painting and your relationship to this 
medium. I was also thinking about the distinction between the process of making a 
painting compared to that of taking a photograph. There's an element of staging and 
fiction within both mediums, but with photography there's a much more democratic 
ability to take multiple chances, to repeat. There’s always going to be a gap between the 
physical reality of what you’re capturing and the resulting image. Is that gap something 
that interests you?  

GA:  Yes, I would say that my photographic work is based purely on chance, and that's 
what I like. For example, I only use the light that exists in the spaces, I never bring any 
kind of light equipment to support an image. I therefore bring lots of fabrics to each shoot 
and the colours are chosen in the moment. I give direction to my model, but before that I 
brief her about the place and its history. She comes with me to visit once or twice 
beforehand if she is unfamiliar with the place. Based on this, I give her a character, and 
through this character she has to claim something for herself. She needs to add 
something from her own experience in order to complete the work. It's not just me 
directing her. Because of the nature of the shoot, where she can’t see, there needs to be 
a strong trust between us. She trusts that I will lead her. On occasion, we may need to cut 
our day short because she is unable to get into this character or she doesn't have a 
strong feeling. There is therefore a combination of unpredictable elements that must 
come together to make the work. I’m not in control, and I don’t want to me.  

JC:  Yes, it really is a collaborative communication between you. How much research do 
you do into these different spaces before you start working there, because you work in 
many different kinds of spaces?  

GA:  Before I visit a new place, I already know there is something that attracts me to 
make a new work there. For example, I was introduced to the Museum of Van Loon in 
Amsterdam by gallerist Marian Cramer. During my initial research I was immediately  
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drawn to this beautiful Museum and its post-colonial history - the family co-founded the 
Dutch East-India Company in 1602. I then met the team at the Museum and during this 
visit I also studied the light in the space and studied objects that were on display. After 
the visit I made further research, which created more powerful connections and informed 
some of the ideas that were developing. When I study the light, I often get an idea about 
what kind of colours or types of fabric I can use.  

JC:  I guess this process is, in a way, all part of the performance - the set-up, the 
construction of the image - which actually relies quite a bit on improvisation. I am 
interested to think more about the connection between the different spaces in which you 
work: educational, religious, museological etc. Each of these kinds of spaces are charged 
with a certain level of didacticism, where information is presented, where knowledge is 
produced. All of these places are heavy; there are weighted with history. What is so 
beautiful about the way that you interact with these spaces is the lightness and 
improvisation that is embedded within your performativity. You unravel that heaviness, 
you reconfigure it and present it in a different way. It would be great to understand more 
how you see that element of performativity, how you, say, perform the archive or the 
museum.  

GA:  As an example, when I did the photo shoot at the Royal Academy library, I was 
looking at Lord Leighton’s drawings of women from Algeria. When he went to Algeria, he 
made beautiful drawings of these women who were veiled, but most of them had no face, 
they were just figure, an exoticised form. This exoticism often comes without fully 
understanding the subject or the culture in which they were situated. My intention is to 
try and make a bridge between this gap. I'm sure that the women I was looking at in 
these drawings had names, families etc. So, I wanted her to come out of this drawing and 
walk in, say, this library. For me, this woman is a book, and the stories and knowledge 
contained within her can be revealed through my process. These characters come to life 
in this beautiful library. All of the places I have been, like Leighton House, the V&A, 
Museum Van Loon, they all have strong links to the East or post-colonialism, and it’s 
important to recognise this connection in order to start ‘reading’ these spaces.   

The uses of darkness and light in differing intensities within my photographs are inspired 
by Dutch painting, which I have been studying in museums for many years. So, these 
archives and the museums’ collections are embedded in my performances and 
photographs.  

JC:  In a way you are performing the archive, accessing or activating something which is 
usually presented as static. One of the processes of exoticisation is to render something 
flat or stable, to make an image of something, but in a way that is homogenising. You are 
countering this by drawing out and thinking about all these different knowledges and  
!

www.letrangere.net

http://www.letrangere.net


�
�

histories. It's not just knowledge in a historical or education sense, it’s also the 
knowledge embedded in things like oral histories, stories that are told down through 
generations, or familial relationships. It's about a much more personal understanding, as 
opposed to the supposed grand narratives of history. How you relate to where you're 
from, and to other people.  

GA: It’s a very interesting question. I am now remembering how much oral history and 
oral stories formed a strong part of the culture where I come from in Eastern Turkey. This 
is mainly due to low literacy and having no access to the books. For me, libraries in 
particular are very powerful, because there are hardly any books where I come from. For 
example, in our schools, we didn't have a proper library. So, it’s a question of access. I 
didn’t have access to books like novels, fiction or nonfiction until I was seventeen or 
eighteen. On the other hand, we can often be uncritical when approaching a book, and 
about who wrote said book. I am also interested in who has actually defined the 
knowledge contained within it. For me, because of where I am from, the book has always 
been very political. Books get banned or they can be destroyed very easily. To possess a 
particular book can land you in prison. 

JC:  That idea of the book as a portable container of knowledge is interesting, and we 
have spoken previously about the idea of the journey, the idea of transferring information 
through objects across time and space, but also the movement of people. There is the 
example of the British Museum, of objects from elsewhere being claimed and displayed 
under a certain narrative. Could you tell me more about your own transition of moving 
from Turkey to the UK and how that has affected your perspective?  

GA: As I mentioned, I'd rarely seen master paintings in my life. When I first came to the 
UK, I visited the National Gallery and I thought I would faint when I entered the first room, 
which was in the Impressionist wing. I'd never seen Cézanne, Gauguin, Van Gogh and 
Degas. Previously, I had only seen these paintings in books. That's one of the reasons I 
came to the UK, because I wanted to see these paintings whilst studying, rather than 
looking at them in a book. When I arrived in the UK, I realised that my general knowledge 
was very limited because of the limited knowledge that we had received. It was hard work 
to catch up. I felt like I was coming from another planet, which in some ways I was. I 
found the museum was a place where I could speed up my learning, so I visited the 
museums often and eventually ended up working in one of them for fourteen years: The 
National Gallery, where I learnt about western history, mythology and religion through the 
collection, lectures and talking to colleagues. I discovered the strong links between the 
East and the West, for example the fact that Gentile Bellini was invited to work for Sultan 
Mehmed II, who was interested in Italian art.The famous portrait of Sultan Mehmed II by 
Bellini was displayed at the National Gallery. It was very powerful to see how Bellini 
fostered a dialogue between the Islamic and Christian worlds, but also at the National  
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Gallery, where I learnt that the Greek mythology was inspired by the Sumerians’ 
mythology, which seldom gets mentioned. Hearing about Sumerian influences on Ancient 
Greece also enhanced some of my ideas that were developing. 

JC:  That feeling of being in front of a painting rather than a reproduction is significant, 
and I think it’s interesting to think about this relationship within somewhere like the 
British Museum, which presents objects that have either been gifted or stolen from other 
places. There results a sense of absence or loss when those things are taken away, 
which can be damaging.  

GA:  When I visited the British Museum for the first time, I was thrilled to see the 
artefacts that came from Anatolia and Mesopotamia. I had never seen these artefacts 
before. Countries such as Turkey haven't preserved their history very well, and also you 
couldn't access it easily depending on the class that you came from.  

I often think about the journey of the objects that are displayed in Museums. How can 
museums deal with ethical questions around returning the objects that were stolen; can 
they admit that? As far as I know that there has been some progress in France and 
Germany, but I don’t know much about the British Museum’s discussions around 
returning these objects. We also need to think about the level of cultural appropriation in 
the museum context. I feel there is a strong sense of absence in many objects when I 
look at them. Their displacement from their origin of place can bring a very different 
meaning to these objects and how we look at them and when we read about them.   

JC:  Often the museological mode of displaying these objects is very linear. It arranges 
things in categories and charts a certain narrative in one direction of history that is 
measured through time, usually in a manner that is completely counter to the way these 
objects come about or the way that they're experienced. The reality is a lot messier. I was 
thinking about that idea in relationship to the figure in your work, who occupies a certain 
space. The way in which she operates within it is very non-linear, performative and 
improvisational, such that it works against that rhythm of the museum, that linearity and 
structuring desire. For example, you speak about sound, light, the quality of the 
atmosphere, which goes beyond the static facts and pieces of knowledge that coexist 
with the model in that space.   

GA:  I am interested in bringing a new perspective to these places, and in a way, this can 
be quite a painterly approach. For me the canvas is the location and I make my marks 
(with my model) on this canvas. I want to unfold different stories that are harder to 
experience in usual museum contexts. During my previous projects at the V&A and 
Leighton House Museum, I was interested in capturing a veiled woman, who leads and 
reflects her own interpretations of the architecture in these historic spaces. I wanted to  
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draw attention to the complex ways in which museums have conjured the images of the 
East. But I also like the idea of the fluid fabric that moves softly and quietly in these 
spaces, which often has its own life through this movement. During the photographic 
process, the model takes small steps and she stops, and she moves again. In some ways 
she becomes a living sculpture in these places. The femininity and sensuality are 
important for me. Most of my fabrics come from the East and I source them from Asian 
markets. I want to remind the spectator of the powerful cross-cultural exchange and 
influences that took places in many civilisations in our history and destabilise claims of 
cultural supremacy wherever they may exist. Moreover, the use of light and dark that I 
had studied in the Dutch paintings whilst working at the National Gallery also connects to 
the idea of concealment.  

JC:  I’d also like to ask you about the significance of the veiled figure, and how it connects 
to this idea of revealing and concealing that you mention. Could you speak a bit more 
about this?  

GA: The head covering originally comes from the Sumerians (about 4000 BC). During 
later civilisations or empires only women from higher ranks were entitled to wear the 
head covering. This was a sign of prestige and a symbol of belonging to aristocracy. 
However, women from lower ranks were forbidden to cover their heads. In some places, it 
was a tradition for both men and women to cover their heads and faces in order to 
protect themselves against harsh weather conditions. According to Turkish Sumerologist 
Muazzez Ilmiye Çığ, the head covering passed to Judaism from the Assyrians, who around 
1500 BC made a law in which the king stated that married women and widows had to 
cover their heads. Again, other women in lower ranks were forbidden to do so. Drapery, 
head covering and veiling was also customary in the Byzantium era, Persia, India, Egypt 
and Ancient Greece. Recently, I learnt that in Ancient Greece the goddesses Hera and 
Demeter were often represented wearing full robes with a veil. As we can see, the veil 
has a long history. 

In Eastern Turkey, where I was born, women often wear headscarves, and they used to 
cover their faces under very colourful fabrics, a use of costume that has been 
disappearing. As far as I remember it was a practice that came from a long tradition 
rather than the religion of Islam. I am not necessarily making a judgment about the veil in 
terms of ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but I’m interested in the forms that the fabric makes and its 
beauty. I have been drawn into the history of the veil itself, which brings unexpected and 
powerful connections to many religions and civilisations.  

JC:  I like how in using the veil you are not making a series of judgments, but rather you 
are allowing for these complex histories to remain. Again, it relates to this idea of 
historical narratives and knowledge production. The veil has a whole series of charges  
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and meanings that are embedded within this fabric form. To return to this project, we are 
having this conversation in preparation for an exhibition that will encompass a series of 
your works depicting the veiled figure in several different contexts. In a way, it offers a 
small survey of your projects to date. We have also discussed the potential of organising 
some kind of performative element, and I wanted to briefly touch upon this aspect of your 
practice, because you have previously made performance works. I saw that you did a 
performance in 2014 in Rio de Janeiro.  

GA:  Yes, and more recently I've also done a dance performance in 2019 in Amsterdam, 
which was part of a project called 'Art Station of the Cross'. It was a commission and I 
worked with a group of refugees, asylum seekers, exiles and immigrants from Turkey, the 
UK and the Netherlands. I spoke to them about their journey, from the moment they had 
to flee their home country to when they eventually reached a safer place. I then rendered 
these stories as text, which was layered across entire walls, like wallpaper. The texts were 
in English, Dutch, Arabic, Zazaca and Turkish. 

In Rio de Janeiro I was invited for a residency at Instituto Inclusartiz in 2013 - 2014. I was 
planning to make work in post-colonial architectural settings, but when I went there I 
didn’t feel the connection and something was lacking. Instead, I found that the favelas 
were an interesting location and I made friendships with housekeepers who lived there. 
The Vidigal favela that I visited reminded me of Istanbul’s shantytowns in which I grew up. 
I then invited a group of people from the favelas to make miniature houses. I also invited 
artists, collectors and friends to participate in the work, to come together to make a kind 
of community. The miniature houses were hand-made and were individually lit and 
attached to the train of the costume. The question was how I could bring these people 
together on one level, so that we all sat at the same table and made work and ate 
together. There were beautiful friendships emerging. It wasn't only about making the 
performance itself, but also the process in and of itself. This work that we made is now in 
the collection of the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR).  

In the performance ‘Home’, I worked with a fantastic artist who performed with a house-
sculpture. She is a trans woman, and we had very interesting discussions about the idea 
of the home and developed a strong dialogue and connection that just showed how 
complex a notion it can be. She performed in Lapa in Rio, which is famous for its 
architectural monuments, with a small house attached to her costume. The performance 
was two hours and then at the end we just left it there. When we went back to pick it up it 
was removed from there and we believe it was being used by a homeless person; they 
had made it into their own temporary home.  
 
JC: I’m interested in this multi-faceted approach to making that you are describing, the 
‘layers of installation’, as you call it, which brings together image-making first and  
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foremost, but also sculpture, performance and text. My last question goes back to the 
idea of language and different modes of communicating as an artist. What is your own 
relationship to language, text and storytelling within your framework of making?  

GA: I think your question connects to the significance of text that I described earlier. It’s 
important to note that my first language is not Turkish. My first language is Zazaca and 
until I was seven I only spoke that. After this point, we were forbidden to speak it at 
school and we had to learn Turkish. I then moved to the UK when I was nineteen. So, I 
don’t have a first language anymore, I live in between languages. My parents discouraged 
me from speaking Zazaca, because I had an accent when I spoke Turkish, so people 
discriminated against us. I live with this in-betweeness, but it can be complicated. Zazaca 
also connects to my identity, because when I say I’m from Turkey, I often get categorised 
in a certain way. It’s therefore interesting to be called a Turkish artist. I suppose it’s 
another layer of the identity of the artist, but within this there are feelings and 
perspectives that can arise from it.  

Joseph Constable is a London-based curator and writer. He is currently Associate Curator 
at Serpentine Galleries, London, UK. 

!
www.letrangere.net

http://www.letrangere.net

