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Books

The two books that Joanna 
Rajkowska and Minna 
Henriksson produced 

represent Konya and Trabzon 
respectively, and are part of the 
British Council's "My City" project, 
a residency program that places 
foreign artists in certain cities 
across Turkey where they can 
continue their work. Rajkowska, an 
established artist, is well known 
for her work on the issue of identity 
that Eastern European countries 
have faced following the fall of 
communism. Henriksson has been 
a pioneer artist-in-residence in 
many ex-Yugoslav countries. Her 
work generally explores identity and 
nationalism.

Why did each of you decide to 
get involved with the "My City" 
project?

Minna Henriksson:  For me, it 
was a very nice opportunity to do 
something in a Turkish city, in the 
public space. To realize a work; also, 
the budget was such that it really 
enabled something concrete, and 
there were a lot of people working 
behind it.
Joanna Rajkowska:  For me, this 
is exactly what I do. I go to some city 
of some country I don't know and I 
stay as long as possible to merge 
into everything. Then I come up with 
some project. But in this case, I really 
took it to heart and I really wanted 
to spend as much time as possible, 
so I stayed for two months. I'm not 
a gallery artist. I work with cities, 
regions and cultures, so I said, “yes” 
right away because that's exactly 
what I do and I had no idea about 
Turkey whatsoever. I had never been 
to Istanbul before, never to Anatolia, 

so for me, it was like opening a door.
How did the location impact the 
creation of these books? Both 
locations are very different. 
Joanna, I'm not even sure of how 
to read your book. I'm not fluent 
in any of the languages to begin 
with, but I understand that it's 
about translation, having looked 
up the Benjamin 
essay. Why this text?
JR:  I was getting to know 
people in Konya through 
my assistant, Faruk. 
Faruk had just graduated 
from university and 
all of his friends were 
either musicians, 
musicologists or 
philosophers like 
Professor Yasin Aktay. 
It was a kind of jungle 
between Yasin Aktay 
and his view of Turkey, 
Konya, culture, religion 
and music. And I was 
somehow dancing 
around the opera; an 
idea of having an opera 
there. I didn't know 
anything about Turkish 
opera, so I contacted 
these musicians and 
in a way, they said, 
“Fine, we can perform 

for you,” and they had these 
tremendous voices. So, everything 
was going fantastic up to the point 
where I got to know them really 
well, and it turned out that they 
hated the opera. I realized that this 
was not what they liked to do. So, 
from opera to ethnic music, to a 
completely different logic of music, 
I realized how foreign opera is to 
Turkish music and Turkish culture. 
This was the [starting] point for me 
to understand the influence and 
relationship between the European 
influence and the Turkish tradition 
of music and language. Language 
was the field where this was very 
very visible. I realized that Konya 
was the place where there is an 
incredible [literary] heritage because 
of Mevlana. Of course, Mevlana is 
kind of an obvious thing, unless you 
realize that he was writing in Persian. 
All my friends were admiring Mevlana 
just like me. They were looking at 
the ornaments, but they could not 
read them. It's like imagining that 
this is your culture, your heritage 
and something very close to you - 
emotionally and in [many other] ways 
- but still you have no direct access 
to it, only through translation. 
I started to dig up everything I 
could find about the 1920s and 
the ongoing discussion about the 
language reform, because it's not 
like [the language reform] is over. 
It has never been over. I realized 
that if I translated it in an [abstract] 
way, language... A dysfunctional 
way, then this is exactly the gesture 
I needed. And this gesture didn't 
seem to be so provocative [that] 
people [would] say, “No, no, no, 
we don't want it.” Some people in 
Konya said that this was a political 
provocation to confirm the image of 
Konya as a very conservative city, a 
very anachronistic and anti-Republic, 
because the use of language is kind 
of a political statement. At this point, 
I wanted to avoid this, because when 
a project is political in this way, it 
doesn't go anywhere. It was just 
about the text.
MH:  Similar to your conversation 
with Joanna, the title of my book 
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now hosting the Youth Olympics in 
Trabzon in 2011. Right after that, 
they will demolish the area. It's 
a very central area and there are 
2,000 to 3,000 people living there. 
That's why I put the text there. So, 
they are demolishing it and instead, 
Japanese investors are giving them 
money and they are building five-
star hotels, luxury housing and 
office buildings. They are completely 
rebuilding this area. This text is 
actually speaking to the people in 
that area now. At the same time, this 
projection could be speaking to the 
whole of Trabzon, because it's in a 
very visible place. You can see it in 
many central locations in Trabzon 
and this book is part of my project, 
[as well], which has contributions 
by young people in Trabzon. I 
want to deal with the reputation of 
Trabzon [from the outside], this kind 
of nationalist stigma, especially 
since the murder of Hrant Dink and 
Andrea Santoro, the priest and so 
on, but also from the inside. In my 
experience, people in Trabzon are 
completely in love with their city and 
completely uncritically so. Trabzon 
is somehow a centre. So, I wanted 
to make a different kind of a book 
about the city, try to go beyond these 
clichés and beyond this nationalist 
stigma; to show how the young 
people in Trabzon see it and how I 
see it.

“Aşık Olan Doğru Söyler” and “Walter 
Benjamin in Konya” are on display in 
Trabzon and Konya respectively. 

is “Aşık Olan Doğru Söyler” which 
means, “The One Who Loves Speaks 
the Truth,” but the part of the 
work I wrote with the big neon on a 
particular wall in Trabzon was:  “Aşık 
Olan Doğru Söyler, Haksızlığa Sitem 
Eyler” [The One Who Loves Speaks 
The Truth and Speaks Up Against 
Injustice].  It's in the very very end 
of the book. Just yesterday, I was in 
Trabzon, and someone said to me 
that some people in Trabzon were 
reading that I wanted to provoke 
the separatists, the Kurds with this 
because it can also mean, “The one 
who is in love, speaks the truth and 
fights against injustice.”
How interesting that they're 
interpreting it another way.
MH:  Sure. It is interesting and 
this location in front of the wall is 
quite particular. This is one area of 
Trabzon called Çömlekçi, which is 
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