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Kiiba, named after the island republic, is one of the most notorious ghettoes
in IStanbul. Squeezed in the midst of a circle of low-income, high-rise sub-
urban blocks near to the airport, the makeshift houses of Kiiba are made of
cheap construction materials, scrap metal and soil: single storey hut dwell-
ings in Stark contrast to the rest of the buildings in the distant Istanbul
megalopolis. Living in Kiiba—above all else—defines the Kiiba resident’s
sense of identity, unique in the way that it has no political, ethnic, gender,
religious or national determination. If you're from Kiiba, then that is enough.
In the past | have revisited the method of using talking heads and created a
body of work revolving around the discourses of individuals. * In the
case of Kiiba | want to go further and recreate the reality of the neighborhood
through stories of the individuals that go to make up this community. The
formula | found for this concept is to make an installation consisting of 40
talking heads, each one a Kiiban, from the matriarchs to the children. Each
one will have a monitor allocated to him or her, and each monitor will have
one chair in front of it, allowing only one viewer per monitor. By way of an
installation, | intend to create a neighborhood that can travel as a whole, not
just to the greater Turkish society which created Kiiba as its own anti-thesis,
but more pointedly to major western centers where non-westerners are often
accessed not as real individuals, but as role players of a greater presupposed
fiction constructed for them by the international media, where Muslims
imply terrorism and Africans simply embody poverty and disease.






KuTLuG ATAMAN

Kiiba, 2004

Arafat, Arif, Arife, Avni, Bahri, Bozo, Biilent,
Dilsah, Dogan, Eda, Ekrem, Ekrem, Emine,
Erol, Fevzi, Giiler, Hakan, Halis, Hatun,
Ilhan, Kadriye, Makbule, Mehmet, Mehtap,
Meliha, Mithat, Mizgin, Muzaffer, Nejla,
Ramazan, Raziye, Safiye, Soner, Tozkafa,
Ugur, Vesile, Yalgin, Yiiksel, Ziibeyde
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KuTLuG ATAMAN
Kiiba
Exhibition view the Sorting Office, London 2005
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Daniela Zyman: How would you describe your way of documenting? Would you
use that term when speaking about your work Kiilba—and if so, in what sense?

Kutlug Ataman: There is a fundamental difference between a documen-
tary and documentation. If documentary basically means the method of
making films about issues, people, places, animals, events or whatever, to
access information, | think there is something fundamentally wrong with
this. * From the very beginning, my work had been showing that
documentary is actually a very subjective medium. For me, there is no docu-
mentary because of that. But there is documentation and documenting and
recording. | believe in recording. My research brought me to a point now
where | am going to explore in recording: in visual and oral history. And
inherently always making clear that what you see is something very subjec-
tive and personal. That is important, because we forgot to diversify. With the
invention of the documentary, and the worldwide media, we created, without
realizing, a reality that doesn’t exist. It's a world of fiction, a format. People
don'’t realize that. So we have a lot of fiction written about the “Other”, about
distant lands and peoples and cultures, that is in fact not real. And a lot of
the political and social problems that are happening are basically happening
because of this master screenplay. * So up until Kiiba, | showed only
individuals constructing their identities in front of the camera. | exposed



this construction, the engineering, and | said the person you see is not real.
But the act of engineering is. The difference between the two has to be real-
ized. We all do this, and in the end, that’s also the basis of art. Art is all about
artifice. Artifice can have negative connotations, but for me it doesn’t, for
me it is the basis of all creation, it has to be. It’s a jacket that you wear, like
identity. * With Kiiba, the process was slightly different. The reason
| was so interested in doing it was not initially to give a voice to people who
are otherwise voiceless, it wasn't that face value approach. For me, Kiiba was
interesting because for the first time | had seen a community of people work-
ing on a singular common identity. | was very fascinated by the way they were
doing this. * For me, this is research. But I’'m not a sociologist, I’'m not
a philosopher, and in the end, it has to be art. | don’t do social study. And |
don’t have the responsibility that news people or documentary filmmakers
have. They feel that they have ethical responsibility and they legitimize what
they do. But | have a problem with that. It’s a very blurred area, and | prefer
it that way. | am trying to invent a new area, a new space. And when you are
doing that, everything gets dusty, because you are breaking things.

In one of your texts you bring up the notion of the metaphor in the context of Kiiba.
You are claiming that “It isn’t really a place—it’s a metaphor”. Why would you
say it is a metaphor rather than a real place? Did you offer “them” a metaphor in
order to be able to speak about themselves and their lives just as you are offering
this metaphor to “us” in order to allow us to direct our gaze at Kiiba?
Obviously, Kiiba has a geographical address, it is somewhere in a city. But
for me, it is not about that specific little village-like area. Yes, it is there, it is
real, but it could be anywhere. My Kiiba is not that Kiiba. My Kiiba, the way
| created it, could be anywhere. It travels, it goes from one city to another.
Obviously, the artwork is different from the actual thing, because it's beyond
social documentation. The notion of Kiiba is something that is created by the
subject. It’s a creation and for that reason it is a state of mind. That makes it
more an idea than an address.

You are documenting and representing a disappearing island, a community of peo-
ple. And you give the people of Kiiba the possibility to present themselves in front
of the camera—to other people, who might not have thought about this before
and who obviously never organized themselves in order to speak up but rather
“simply” live their lives. How do you see your role in this process and how are you
changing and interfering with the situation? Have you been aware of your $trong
impact throughout the project?

| knew what was going to happen, but | didn’t know it in all its dimensions.
You never know in advance. You have a concept, you develop it and you cre-
ate it. And it evolves, it's organic, but the moment it comes out of your hands,
you lose control of it. And that’s only normal, with any work. | can’t say that’s
not how | meant it, it's supposed to be the other way round. The work of art
$tarts having its own life, independent from you.

What was the moment for you where you felt that the people of Kiiba were pre-
pared to participate, what made them want to be part of the project?

In the beginning, it was not possible to get their okay, because they didn’t
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know my intentions. They thought | was from Turkish television, and, since

Kiiba is a very conservative society—when | say conservative, it shouldn’t be

understood as religious fundamentalism, but more connected to tradition...
For example, Kurdish tradition doesn’t really allow women to come out in

public and talk. So | started talking with them and trying to describe what it

was. Slowly, they started believing in the project. Some of them were actu-
ally very, very thankful, it was almost like a free therapy. They were talking for
the first time. There was one woman that said she didn’t want to talk in the

beginning, but then she was so glad | made her talk, because this made her
realize she had never talked about these things before. So it Started with very
good intentions. But as with anything, when something is so traumatized,
something like tradition for instance, you cannot change it immediately. So

there are always two steps forwards and one step backwards.

Does the trauma result from the traditional lifestyles?

That’s different from individual to individual. Men usually don’t have trou-
ble with this, they don’t care if they are seen in public or not. It was mostly
women who had a hard time and who were under a lot of §train. For instance,
when we did this show in London, the Turkish tabloid press started to show
these women’s images and printing things they never said in order to cre-
ate a sensation in Turkey. The women were scolded by the male members of
the Kiiba society. We were very worried that there were going to be serious

incidents. That luckily didn’t happen, we kept it under control. But that was

the backlash. * They warned me. They said we can only talk with you

if it is never shown in Turkey, and | made this promise to them. Now | feel

it is a pity that we cannot show it in Turkey. But it is imperative that we keep

this promise, for the wish of the subjects and their well-being must remain

sacrosanct.

Kiiba has a very §trong testimonial aspect, with people revealing secrets, even inti-
mate details for the first time in their lives. What is the reason for this phenom-
enon? What is the trigger for people? To testify to a $§tranger, knowing it will be
seen by a broader public—is that something rooted in us?

| think it is, in a way. Sometimes, when I’'m interviewed by the press, | say
what | believe, and | say it very openly and boldly. When people around me
$tart telling me, “don't talk like this, you will get into trouble”, | start having
second thoughts. But | think human beings have this specific voice they can-
not stop. Under any type of endurance, you shut up, you hide, or you freak
out and you say don't publish it, | didn’t mean it, but then you say it again.
Maybe there is one side of your brain that simply can’t stop, even if it con-
cerns secrets that have never been revealed before.

While filming, do you actually notice these “testimonial” moments occurring? Do
you have the feeling of borders getting crossed, of people Stepping beyond a cer-
tain line right in front of you—and because of you?

I guess | do. In fact, | am only looking for those moments. You have to build
trust to bring them out and it's important for the trength of the pieces to
come there. It’s a very blurred area, ethically. Showing it is the next step.
They sign a release, they say you can show it, but if this is going to get them



into trouble, you don't really want to show it. But if it reveals a greater truth,
you take a certain risk. You take it for them. It's a very blurred area. It has to
come out, you feel you have to do it, because maybe your own kind of voice
makes you do it. It’s not even a voice, it’s this one side that tells you it has to
be done, it cannot be hidden, and you cannot top yourself. It happens. You
do it out of self-respect. It is so fundamental, it’s everything that you believe
in. If you don’t do it, it will be jeopardized.

What is the advantage to you as an artist of using Storytelling and narratives to
talk about very concrete personal or social matters? Would you say that through
such artistic Strategies you can reach a “higher level” of profundity?

I never really think of a higher level of profundity. For me, it's more basic. |
go for the rare ingredient that is life itself. Life is made out of stories and
what is interesting about stories is that they use life as a metaphor. It has a
beginning, middle and an end. It has a hero, that is us—we are all heroes and
heroines of our own $tories. You are, according to me, the supporting charac-
ter, and the other way around. Then there is conflict, which is also important.
In fact, if you look at any dramatic structure—opera or theater, film, novel,
mythology, religion, painting—any creation, any art is a metaphor for life
itself. And the main player is always a human being. Even in a photography
of nothingness one is aware of the gaze to nothingness, it tells a story. You
cannot escape the narrative. The way we organize it as an art form is not just
craft: The way you organize it is capable of making a much more important
and universal comment, a piece of communication. | don’t like the notion
of “message”, but in the end, it is also a message, although | prefer to call
it communication.

You often reference theater. | rarely hear you referencing other films, for instance...
| don’t reference theater per se, in terms of plays. If you look at the narrative
§tructure, theater and film are the same. In theater it is perhaps more visible.
When we talk of narrative and fiction we immediately think of theater, but
film and novel come from the same tradition. If we remove the dogma from
Brecht, the alienation effect that he formulized... That formula became very
important for me, | borrowed it as a tool. I'm trying to demonstrate how this
doesn’t have to be something that we have to learn because it just happens in
life. That is where this parallaxing of reality comes into play. Especially in my
earlier work | was very much interested in showing how people are not what
they seem to be. * But | don’t want to limit it to that. It’s an ongoing
research. I’'m not always happy to see my works shown by themselves, but in
an order: Chapter after chapter, because that’s how | do my work. | am fol-
lowing a progress of always going to the extremity of dealing with fiction and
reality, as long as it takes me. When | did Veronica Read, | thought that was
really it. | attached the beginning to the end, it became a circle, a sculpture.
| thought there was nothing after this. And then | did Stefan’s Room, which
is like a sister piece, and then Kiiba. | never knew this was going to happen.
And now | do Paradise, which is like Kiiba, but it won’t be. You always go for-
ward. * As | said, it’s a research. While | am doing it, | am not trying to
take advantage of the subjects. They want to understand, they are the heroes
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and heroines of their own fiction. They use you in the same way. When | did
Veronica Read, she used me for her own publicity, | was the supporting actor
for her. * This is also my comment about the periphery and the center.
This is not only about society, but also about people. Who is in the center?
There are so many different centers. The people of Kiiba have their own lives,
their own issues, they don’t care about me, I'm just a cameraman.

You're always searching for very special characters that carry some kind of pop-
ular cultural language...

This comes to me more instinctively. Maybe it’s because of my film train-
ing that I'm naturally attracted to them, without realizing. | knew a lot about
my subjects before my art career $tarted. Stefan, Semiha, all the women in
Women Who Wear Wigs. | knew them before, | didn’t have to find them for the
sole purpose of making art. When | was little, my mother had a friend who
was clinically mad. She used to come to our house and | was fascinated by
her. Maybe that’s how | learned to be attracted to unusual people.

As an artist, you have never been attributed to a specific discourse, your work
always flows in a greater context...

I am glad about this, because | don't like labeling. That’s just not challenging
enough, you don't really learn something new, it’s repetition. * | see
Kiiba as my own work, but the Kiiba journey concept is not my own concept.
I think it is great, very refreshing. It gives my work a dimension that | myself
didn’t see before. It’s a bit like my De-regulation show. Irit Rogoff conceptu-
alized it in a way | didn’t think of before. My work is used as an ingredient,
which is much more challenging than showing the same installation again
and again.

In Kiiba, there is a §trong parallel between the formal aspects and the content of
the work, like in many of your works. You identify very specific ways of showing
it, how to install it, how it works in space. Can you elaborate on the ways how
format and content interact in your works?

For Kiiba, | have an original concept that | like to keep as much as possible. |
want to maintain the 40 separate monitor approach because of the relation-
ship between the work and the viewer. | want the viewers to visit this island
like tourists, to go from monitor to monitor. Two people should never have
exactly the same relationship experience. Each visitor does his own, non-lin-
ear editing, watching five minutes of this and an hour of that. When walk-
ing out, you navigate through it, just like a tourist in a foreign country. That
is a very strong comment on the nature of information, the nature of docu-
menting. | want to preserve this comment. * The fact that it travels
is a completely different notion now. That doesn’t have to tay. It is an out-
side element.

DANIELA ZYMAN was born in 1964 in Vienna, Austria.
She lives and works in Vienna.
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