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Gözde Mimiko Türkkan, born in Turkey in 1984, has built a body of 
photographic work structured around two major ideas. First, creating an image 
of her inner self through the self-portrait, making self-portraits that aim to avoid 
being narcissistic caricatures of herself, to avoid too much amour propre in the 
image; and second, exploring the gender issue, in relation to herself and to the 
women and men she photographs, from pole dancers in a strip club and Asian 
boxers — whose activity this curious, brave Istanbul native sometimes even 
adopts — to her own grandmother, whom Türkkan has photographed 
hundreds of times.  
 
 
Entering the arena of the body 
 

Gözde Mimiko Türkkan uses the camera as a phallic object. What 
exactly does this mean? Cameras record reality, and in her work, the camera 
does this intrusively, by penetration. It goes deep into her subject, which is 
primarily an image of the photographer herself, composed in a realistic 
manner.  

A large part of Türkkan’s photographic production is devoted to herself: 
her face, her flesh, her own eroticization — the piercing under her tongue, the 
discreet tattoo on her skin... There are any number of private scenes: on the 
bed, looking into the mirror, with a lover... The definition in her photographs 
fluctuates between being blurry, most often when she is using black and white 
(a close-up of a man’s erect sex stretched towards the photographic lens), and 
being as sharp as possible; colors veer more often towards warm tones than 
cold. Türkkan’s self-portraits — at times very gentle, tender, touching (dressed 
in light-colored lingerie, the atmosphere vaporous and ethereal), at times 
harsh, hostile towards their subject (her own underwear stained with menstrual 
blood) — are more deliberate, more planned than they seem. These images of 
herself represent so many mental elaborations of the self, a self the 
photographer intends to draw on when composing her images, at the same 
time both using clichés and fighting against them. Her adoption of the middle 
name “Mimiko,” which she officially added to her given name, suggests an 
identity that is easily altered, redefined, replayed. Photography is an act of 
identity, but it reveals an identity that reflects the subject’s uncertainty, as well 
as the fact that images (and above all self-images) are not solutions, and 
cannot save us from not knowing exactly who we are. 

Gözde Mimiko Türkkan's photographic eye on herself is intentionally not 
neutral. It is equivalent to an autoerotic act, not unrelated to masturbating to 
your own image in the mirror. A quest for superlative beauty, a search for 



seductive poses, an insistent gaze in which the photographer is undeniably 
predator and prey at the same time... In her work, Türkkan is making love to 
herself (as she herself admits in the many analytical texts that accompany her 
images), in the literal meaning of the term scopophilia — deriving pleasure 
from the act of looking, which psychoanalysts traditionally associate with a 
lover’s discourse. I look at myself; I wouldn’t necessarily say I love myself, but 
I look at myself. 
 
 
The hidden truth in faux-semblants 
 

Looking — looking at oneself, looking at others — means that the gaze 
commands the stage of the observable world. The world as photographed by 
Gözde Mimiko Türkkan, first and foremost her world, is not looked at by 
chance. No wandering as if floating in the air, no strolling about erratically — 
reaching her target is essential, the very essence of her photographic work. 

What world is Türkkan telling us about? A world, essentially, of faux-
semblants. A faux-semblant of our self-examination, which is never completely 
honest. A faux-semblant, too, of the way we examine the people who interest 
the artist, the world of enslaved bodies, that is, the sex workers she follows to 
work, even to the most remote locations. Do we look at ourselves innocently? 
Never. Does a woman performing a striptease in a sex shop to pleasure a 
man’s libido do so for the love of masculinity? Doubtful. Thai boxers — the 
ones Türkkan went all the way to Asia to train with, without regard for the 
physical violence and the bruises on her skin, whose pictures she takes in 
intimate moments — don’t they make this popular sport into an opportunity to 
avoid social devaluation or class contempt? Likely. The human figure, put to 
the test by reality and by the need to survive it, is a construction, she suggests 
in her photos. One of Gözde Mimiko Türkkan's earliest works, which deals with 
a young woman tired of men looking at her lustfully, is accompanied by an 
explicit title: I was looking to see if you were looking at me to see me looking 
back to you. Vulnerability and annoyment when faced with the sideways 
glances of the other, knowing only too well what he expects: possession, 
control, power. “It’s difficult to be harassed by men staring at you,” says the 
Turkish photographer, “but even more so when you realize that it has nothing 
to do with your appearance, what you wear or whether or not you're beautiful. 
You attract the gaze simply because you’re a woman. You have the 
impression you’re being looked at as an object.” 
  
 
How can you take photographs of intimacy? 
 

Türkkan is more a photographer of interiors than one of exteriors. Her 
outdoor photos, incidentally, refer to private, interior scenes, like her pictures 
of newlyweds posing on a balcony, or a couple photographing themselves in 
front of a monumental sculpture. There is often in Gözde Mimiko Türkkan's 



images, not surprisingly, a feeling of visual saturation, a tight focus on the 
subject (clandestine meeting places where she explores prostitution in the 
series Pay Her, for instance), an attraction to close-ups. Everything in her work 
deals with intimacy, whether she touches on such important social issues as 
our appearance, our gaze, our physical posture, our strategies for seduction or 
sexual commerce in all its forms, from the most natural and sincere to sex-for-
money exchanges. 

Photography of intimacy as a genre, the genre central to Türkkan’s 
work, was in its heyday in the 1980s and 1990s. Nan Goldin’s work, and in 
particular her visual diary The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1985), was 
seminal in this regard: in images that are never prettified, never estheticized, 
the New York photographer depicted the daily life of her close friends, artists 
and members of the LGBT community and the daunting toll AIDS was taking 
on it. Nan Goldin followed in the footsteps of Larry Clark, a photographer from 
the previous generation who had long remained isolated, and whose first 
images explored the life of adolescents in a medium-sized American city (his 
portfolio Tulsa, made in Oklahoma in 1974). Although Nan Goldin did not 
specifically open up new pathways (from the beginning of the photographic 
medium, photography and intimacy have gone hand in hand, particularly in 
terms of producing soft porn and pornographic images), she brought image 
makers a breath of fresh air, moving images into the private sphere, as 
opposed to the public sphere of reportage, street photography, fashion or 
advertising work. For a time, this paved the way tremendously, and for a long 
time, for the work of such eminent photographers as Nobuyoshi Araki, Didier 
Bay, Georges Tony Stoll, early Gilles Berquet, Annalies Sterba and Larry 
Sultan, among other inspired image makers. 

Continuing in the genre of intimacy, one can insist, condemns 
photographers to repetition which is problematic. What is there that has not 
already been said and shown of our inner lives, most of which in fact resemble 
one another? Life in bed, in the bathroom, in the kitchen, during sex, with our 
children..., the mass of images offers so much that it saturates our gaze, even 
to the point of boredom. With too much intimacy, intimacy becomes 
commonplace, banal. How can we overcome the paradox of making public 
what normally should not be? This extimacy — this intimacy exposed — is 
rarely a realistic depiction of our intimate lives. Undermined by staging, by 
complacent narcissism, by an imperious will to erect glorious statues to 
themselves, for those who resort to it, it is very likely, on the contrary, to 
express the failure of a bet that’s already lost, placing the indoors outdoors as 
if the two could ever change places. 
 
 
The document before the monument or the banal 
 

Here, it is a question of territorialization: when photographs of intimate 
spaces are shown in public, two space-times collide and invariably contradict 
one another. In intimate moments, you never look at yourself the way others 



look at you when your intimacy is exposed and out in the open. This leads to 
an inevitable confusion of affect, of the exposed intimacy. Austrian artist Elke 
Krystufek once tried to expose her intimate life without a filter, documenting in 
her images (photographs, drawings and paintings as well as texts) all her 
private actions, from affectionate gestures towards her cat to examining her 
vagina in the mirror, to moments in the bathroom or the precise contents of her 
meals. In those images, the narcissistic mode took precedence over intimacy 
lived for itself, that is, over an area that cannot be shared. Krystufek’s brief 
career reflects a clear message. When intimacy has been overexposed, it 
turns on itself, giving the public access to a private place that has lost all its 
secrecy, all its separateness, all its most personal qualities. The complicated 
question then becomes how to preserve the way intimacy is depicted, how to 
maintain its credibility. It is no longer a question of making the private life 
public, but rather, for the spectator looking at intimate pictures that are widely 
publicized, a question of vigorously protecting a closed, private connection. A 
real conundrum. 

Gözde Mimiko Türkkan, who was twenty years old in 2004, studied at 
the Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design in London and has an 
excellent grasp of the history of photography. Because of her generation, 
because of her education, she is highly aware of what might be considered the 
dismal failure of the intimate image — its trivialization, its commercialization, 
the destructive symbolic rupture that results when the gray areas of our private 
life are seen and re-seen. How, then, can we proceed, if the photographic 
ambition is to reveal the self in a private place, in the most secret moments of 
life, moments that belong only to us, moments that allegedly should never be 
shared? Türkkan’s solution is subtle, and it undoubtedly ensures that there will 
be continued and long-lasting interest in her photographic art: to focus on 
documentary images that are embodied, physical, to explore a kind of 
subjectivity that is thoughtful and goes beyond something expressionistic. 
Something that reflects guts but neurons as well. 

Not refusing subjectification, asserting a point of view, taking a position 
through her images — these are Türkkan’s answers, and they are undoubtedly 
good ones. Whether Gözde Mimiko Türkkan is questioning the woman she is, 
or illustrating what women are today and how human relationships work, 
starting with female-male relationships as stereotyped as they are too strongly 
“gendered,” this young Turkish photographer does this both with the heart and 
with her head, too, combining imagery and consciousness, visuality and 
thought. The photographic art of Gözde Mimiko Türkkan is not only the story of 
a body and of a time period, it is also a cosa mentale, “a matter of the mind.” 
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