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Mazif Topguoglu populates hes staged mises-en-scénes
with young women and girls from Turkey's educated
class to create images informed by fantasies about an
idealized past. A past when Turkey's sense of belong-
ing 10 the Western world felt more assured, before
the cument wave of klamification started sweeping
through parts of society. His photographic universe is
inspired by a sense of nostalgia coupled with his love
of inmellect - ranging from authors such  as
Marced Proist, Thomas Mann, Visdenir Nabokav and
Lewss Carroll 1o arists such as Caravaggio and
Rembrandt. Based in Ktanbul, Topguoglu, 55, talks to
Eyemanng about how hs work 5 informed by a
yearming for childhood doys duning a less politically
comphicated era,

A You concenirate on creating staged
frbE-er-sobnes. What igiited your interedt n photo-
graphy and staged scenes n particular?

| started doeng staged photography
a bt late in life after doing commencial work and
street scenes following my initial training as an archi-
tect. | think of photography as another way of mak-
ing pictures or paintings, and that the more contrgl |
have the better it 5. Maybe it's my architectural train-
ing that makes me want o control everything. |
wiould rather create controlled events in which | allca
small accidents to happen than capture actual ones. |
make sketches for my photographs; most of them are
canefully designed befone | put the girls i them, The
good thing aboutl photography is that allows a cenain
degree of spontaneity although | provide the frame-
work for the acoidents to happen such as the
unexpected gesture & girl makes. And when you have
four or free girks together in & room they start to do
things together that you can’t possibly plan, like fight-
ing of cuddling on a couch, Then | take parts from
each frame and put them together on Photoshop. Its
the fnal pictune that counts not how it xsembled,
I'm not tang 1o make any semblance 1o reality or
portray real events, it's all artificial.

45 You've said that your work 5 about your constant
precocupation with time, memones and loss, and that
in order 1o cope with the transience of be you ame
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trying to recreate the unclear images of an idealsed
past. What are your strongest memonies of growing
up & a young boy in Turkey, and what aspects of
your youth are you most seeking to idealise?

Turkiey s a very peculiar state at the moment and
also al a very particular stage, caught between
Westernisation on the one hand and klamisation on
the other. Thene are major discussions in parkament
about allwing women 10 wear headicarves al uni-
versities. When | was growang up, the vpper classes
were far more secular in appearance and people
thought they wene becomang democratsed. Now
people are having second thoughts about this
because Turkey B becoming Blamic. | was brought up
thirksng that | was part of Western cralation and
education at cenain schools put that conwction in ouwr
mind, thal we were another Western cowntry but
with another relsgeon. My mother was a professor at
university, teaching sociology and law, 30 we had
lots of books at home. Our law is based on Roman
law, ke other Western Ewropean countnes, there
nothing Klamic about it yet! | had no brothers or
sisters but if 1I'd had a sister she might have been like
ane of those girks in my photographs. | have this nos-
talgia for some unlnved, idealsed past that doesn't
have any reference to any time or place and wish that
r'd had a childhood ke that [the one portrayed in
my images].

A5 Your work evokes a very affluent, socio-political
background. Is this the milieu of Turkish society that
fascinates you the most and which you feel most
comfortable in?

In Turkey the upper classes or the rich and edy-
cated uied 1o really feel they wene part of European
crvlsation and those ane the: cirches | gresw wp an, Now
ity becomng more and mone ewdent that this wasnt
& viry sustamable or tenable policy, Western Eurcpe
doesnt really accept Turkey and the magorty of
Turks don't want to become part of the West. Its a
bit of a puzzle because we don't know whats gong

1o happen.

A5 Why did you choose to focus on wsing these

young, pretty women and how did you approach the
aspect of male voyeursm?

The girls are like my imaginary sister or my mother
if she were younger. They're retro pictures; there’s no
time reference. People look al my pictures because
they have good-looking girls in them and this makes
them attractive. But when you look more closely you
see something different goang on from Playboy or
Centrefold, | play on howw Western people ane used 1o
looking at young girls with a male gaze, treating them
a5 sexudl objects. Even girks in Turkey have adopled
this make gaze and look at each olher as men would,
50 | mave thi: geilts. takang make roles and dosng things
that men would do to each other, with ammosity and
hatred maybe. I'm tngng 1o make them sexsal sub-
jects with thewr own power or identity. | have an
ambiguous relationship with these pectures.

A5 Your images akso show ambiguous relationships
between the characters and dualities of behawiour,
such a3 the girs being domineening or submusive,
passive o aggresseee. Why do you want to present
the girks in this way, and what does this suggest about
Turkish society?

In my images the girls are abways in a unity of
groups, they're more challenging than submissive in
their attitudes and gestures. They are very indepen-
dent, strong, wilful, emancipated and determined
young women = like Thelma and Louise [from the film
of the same name] but withowt that kind of violence.
They don't need males and aren't there for male
pleasure, They ane brave and knowledgeable. | respect
thieir desires, thesr indnaduality and determination to
learn, |identify with thiem in 3 way; | could be one of
thiem. Information B power a5 eweryont knows and
this i ry idealisation of how | would ke women to
be. There's this idea that & woman with a book &
dangerous and I'm building on that; s a theme |
developed in my eadser senes, Faly Readers and
Recent Readers. My girks aren't waitng for men 1o
amive and thats a very important thing 10 show,
especially in an klamic country because women ang
ahways second class ditizens in this part of the world,
Do you know the song “Woman & the Migger of the
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