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PARAVENT / SOCIAL FABRIC #1, 2012,  
collage of carpet pieces, 250 x 552 x 4 cm. 
Photo by Trevor Good.
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SESSION, 2013, still from three-channel 
video installation with HD video: 6 min.
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CITY LANGUAGE 1, 2009, stills 
from video: 4 min 50 sec.

All photos courtesy the artist and Wentrup, 
Berlin, unless otherwise stated.

Tambourines race down a sand dune. Pigeons pluck the strings 
of a bağlama (Turkish lute). Istanbul’s Bosphorus Bridge appears in 
the rearview mirror, above the engraved words “Cause I’m caught 
between yes and no.” A break-dancer tries in vain to escape his 
shadow. What’s that lady doing—the one in the window up there? 
Two toy cars bump-and-grind to an Arabesque pop song. Look at 
these basketball courts made from carpets. There are four women 
in T-shirts and stilettos dancing on the roof, listening to their 
headphones. If you uncoiled all that rope, it would reach to Asia. Oh, 
this is strange, someone at this opening just started dancing, and 
now another person joined her, and another. That column is wrapped 
in a Turkish carpet. Those kids are singing nostalgic Anatolian folk 
songs. There are cannonballs lodged in the wall, like the notes of a 
melody. A little girl is vacuuming the floor with a clarinet, while her 
father is sitting in a chair-guitar. “You are my domestic partner, you 
are!” a man tells a woman, in an American woman’s voice. There’s a 
whole family break dancing together. 

These vignettes, from Nevin Aladağ’s videos, installations and 
sculptures of the past two decades, belie the stark realism and 
fidelity to life at the heart of her practice. With three different 
cultural heritages of her own—Kurdish and Turkish by birth and 
German by upbringing—Aladağ has repeatedly looked to social 
activities like singing, dancing, making music, playing games and 
storytelling, through which people express themselves and, in 
doing so, inadvertently portray the society around them. She gives 
the stage to them and their words, as in her work Hochparterre 
(“Mezzanine”) (2009): “Sometimes in the night, at midnight, two 
or three, in the morning, right, these idiots come here with their 
cars, driving past fast, these fascist Nazis, yes, these sick, unhealthy 
people, and they scream just like that in the car, ‘We’ll get you, we’ll 
get you, foreigners, Turks. We’ll get you,’” recounts a resident of 
Naunynstrasse, in the Kreuzberg neighborhood of Berlin. His words 
are lip-synched by a blonde German actress, Joanna Praml, standing 
in a window on that very street, in Aladağ’s in-situ performance, and 
later video, based on interviews with the largely Turkish inhabitants 

of the street. For viewers of the performance, living-room furniture 
sat on the street, outside the window, effectively inverting the public 
and domestic spaces, just as the role of the “immigrant” is played by 
a “blonde German” actress. It’s a perfect example of how, working 
from raw material—documentary-like, even—Aladağ has remained 
formally inventive in devising empathetic ways of depicting the 
others’ experiences. That’s where the performative devices of music, 
singing and dancing come in. 

Aladağ is especially attuned to the subtle acts of differentiation 
by minorities or marginalized communities. Her 2013 three-channel 
video Session, produced for the Sharjah Biennial that year, is 
perhaps her best-known articulation of cultural plurality, visualizing 
Sharjah’s cityscape as navigated by “non-native” protagonists: in 
this case, Arabic, African and South Asian percussion instruments. 
Strands of bells slither through red sand dunes, finger cymbals 
suspended from palm leaves chime in the breeze, waves lap against 
a goblet drum lying in the surf while another is played by a tree 
branch blown by the wind. Making their own soundtrack along 
the way, the instruments are surrogates for the diverse immigrant 
communities that reside in the United Arab Emirates. Yet, rather 
than depicting these communities directly or showing them as 
disenfranchised—whether they are or not isn’t explicitly addressed—
Aladağ nonetheless visualizes them as the city’s inhabitants though 
the official privileges of citizenship are denied to them.

The tactics of Session derive from “City Language,” a trilogy 
Aladağ had made earlier for the 2009 Istanbul Biennial, which 
she describes as an “audio-visual portrait of the city,” with all its 
variations in geography and demographics. City Language 1 (2009) 
consists of four videos each starring a different instrument: a 
tambourine dragged behind a boat in the Bosphorus; a ney (a wooden 
flute) held out of the window of a moving car; a pile of wooden 
sticks from a wind chime rolled down one of the city’s steep streets; 
a bağlama sprinkled with seeds that is inadvertently played by a 
congregation of pigeons stepping on its strings. The four selections 
are “mixed” together to re-create something almost like a song.  

The second chapter comprises eight individual channels, each giving 
a view of different districts in Istanbul through the rearview mirrors 
of cars engraved with song lyrics that suggestively “subtitle” the 
vistas—such as the drive along the Marmara seashore, captioned 
with the desirous-sounding English phrase, “Just one touch.” For 
the final chapter, Aladağ asked people on the street to clap their 
hands and edited a new rhythm out of those multiple clips, bringing 
the individuals’ beats into an internally diverse but integrated 
composition, tying unwitting urbanites to one another.  

In February, as we talked over Skype, Aladağ spoke about a 
new work called Traces, a piece in a similar vein as Session and 
City Language 1, which she was working on for a music-and-art 
prize at the Kunstmuseum Stuttgart. She described the video as 
a “musical portrait” of Stuttgart, one that recalls the city’s past 
steeped in classical music and ballet, and recounted her adventures 
with the film crew—helmed by her younger brother Barış, who 
is a professional director—chasing a flute around the city after it 
soared 50 meters in the air while attached to a helium balloon. She 
also remarked how the process of making the video had reminded 
her that the city was also one of the early epicenters of the German 
hip-hop scene—“It’s like my whole childhood and youth was there,” 
she said.

Aladağ was born in 1972, nine months before her family moved 
to Stuttgart, in the eastern Turkish city of Van, to parents whose 
families were both mixed Kurdish and Turkish. Aladağ has 
previously commented that she and her four siblings did not grow 
up in an “immigrant neighborhood,” because Stuttgart had planned 
for the integration of the many families whose men had earlier been 
recruited to work in the city’s automobile industry in the postwar 
decades as part of Germany’s national Gastarbeiter (“Guest Worker”) 
program that had peaked in the late 1960s and ended officially in 
1973. Though Aladağ’s father was not a part of this initiative, he did 
work for Porsche as a mechanic before becoming a mediator in a 
powerful regional labor union. As a result, Aladağ and her siblings’ 
upbringings occurred roughly in parallel with an entire urban 
generation—the first of its kind in the postwar era—born into non-
German or mixed-ethnicity households. This was a watershed time 
within the fraught social context of a country that had only recently 
cleansed itself of minorities and had barely begun to acknowledge 
this atrocity, and where signs of the emergent cultural pluralism 
were often subject to vitriol and acts of violence by revanchist 
nationalists, particularly during Germany’s difficult and costly 
reunification in 1990–91.

At the same time of these culture wars in newly unified Germany, 
street culture, DJing, break dancing, graffiti and rap had become 
international phenomena, thanks in part to films such as Wild 
Style (1983) about New York’s emerging underground scenes. Hip-
hop was imported and popularized in Germany primarily by the 
country’s newest arrivals, who openly identified with expressions 
of marginalization and desire for empowerment expressed by the 
minority communities of African- and Latino-Americans in the 
United States. As art forms, hip-hop’s subcultures not only gave 
people the ability to process and narrate their experience while 
connecting to a larger global movement, they transformed their 
artists from marginalized objects to creative subjects. Beginning 
in the 1980s, some of the early groups in Germany were rapping 
in Turkish, or a vernacular hybrid of German-Turkish. Fresh 
Familee, a group with members of Turkish-Moroccan-German-
Macedonian heritage, released the country’s first hip-hop single, 
“Ahmet Gündüz,” in 1989, which despite its Turkish name was 
sung in German, yet features a riff with the bağlama. The first 
Turkish-language rap single in Germany, “Bir Yabancının Hayati” 
(“The Life of the Stranger”) in 1991 by the group King Size Terror, 
from their album The Word Is Subversion, describes the archetypal 
immigrant condition of being considered a foreigner in both one’s 
grandparents’ country and one’s own.
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NEULICH, 2011 (also presented in 
1997/1998/2003), suit sewn together 
with tie and shoes hanging upside down, 
installed at Künstlerhaus, Stuttgart, 
2011. Courtesy Rampa, Istanbul.
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From the series “FREEZE,” 2003, 
C-print on dibond, 60 x 85 cm. 
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VOICE OVER, 2006, stills from video: 14 min. 

WORLD STAGE

The emergent cultural hybridity, or a new awareness of society’s 
pluralism, pervades Aladağ’s works—even if it doesn’t take on 
the same spectacular, commercial dimensions that Germany’s 
“immigrant rap,” or “oriental hip-hop,” did. This sensitivity is 
also evident in the way that she freely mixes vernaculars, fine art 
references and mainstream culture in her early artworks in a way 
that was, in the 1990s, a defining postmodernist gesture. 

In an early project from 1997, she took television crime dramas 
as a reference in a sculpture created for the Eternit office building 
in central Berlin, as part of an invitation extended to her art-school 
colleagues at the Academy of Fine Arts in Munich. Aladağ was 
studying sculpture with the punk-generation artist Olaf Metzel, 
whom, she says, was radically anti-painting but open-minded about 
everything else, including the 8mm films she first made in school. 
For one of her sculptural works, she suspended a figure attired in a 
black suit, with a white shirt, tie and black shoes, upside down out 
of a building’s window—in reference, she says, to the trope from 
mafia-crime shows in which someone is threatened by being held 
in the same precarious situation. The work immediately attracted 
undesired attention. The building was adjacent to the roundabout 
in Ernst-Reuter-Platz, and drivers and pedestrians began calling the 
police in alarm. Aladağ had titled the piece Neulich (“Recently”), 
and the Eternit corporation had been, just recently, involved in an 
asbestos scandal and were not keen to attract more controversy. They 
moved the sculpture to the atrium of the building, where it hung 
from a balustrade, taking on the even darker suggestion of a suicide. 
Some days later she learned the company had taken the piece down 
for good. Undeterred, she has reprised it several times since then, 
including for the “Yaya Sergisi” (“Pedestrian Exhibition”), which 
curator Fulya Erdemci organized in 2002 in Istanbul’s Nişantaşı 
neighborhood, where, this time, the figure hung off the side of a 
bank, shortly after a major financial crisis had shaken Turkey. 

Bridging interior, domestic spaces—and their dramas—with 
the activities and experiences found in public spaces, in particular 
on the street, has long been of interest to Aladağ. In a series of 

photographs from 2003, called “Freeze,” Aladağ spotlights a break-
dancer in action on a Berlin street corner, using a rapid shutter-speed 
on her camera to isolate the figure while passersby, cyclists and 
trains are blurred in the surroundings. The performer is captured 
doing handstands and striking rigid, un-naturalistic poses at the 
“breaks” in the routine that give the dance style its name. Turkish 
curator Vasıf Kortun picked up on a particular subtext in the work, 
noting at the time, “From head to toe, the performer’s body is re-
aligned and subjected to contortions that dismantle the traditional 
European hierarchies applied to the human figure.” Following 
Kortun’s reading, we see the break-dancer publicly, perhaps even 
defiantly, asserting his private “difference.”

For all of her concern with those whose lives are atypical or 
outside the experience of the dominant culture, Aladağ’s artistic 
project differs from the identity-focused art (and hip-hop) of earlier 
generations precisely because she’s not trying to articulate, or 
express anger about, her own position. She does have one explicitly 
lesser-known, biographical work called Deutsch, Türk, Kurd 
(2003/2004), a limited edition of 99 T-shirts printed in white-on-
white displaying, in her words, “my actual three identities written 
in the international Braille language”—a relatively untroubled 
presentation that elides rather than laments her own position. 

Instead, Aladağ’s works are empathetic, turning to the ways others 
express themselves. The piece Voice Over (2006) suggests the layers 
of experience and nostalgia that characterize life for many of the 
Turkish community in Berlin. The video opens with a car driving 
through the city on a winter afternoon, as someone is holding a 
harmonica out of the window (prefiguring her later works City 
Language 1 and Session). She cuts to nighttime footage of children—
recorded in the style of the 1999 horror film Blair Witch Project, 
Aladağ says—singing nostalgic songs about the Anatolian heartland 
that, as second- or third-generation German-Turks, they never knew. 
The final component is footage of a full drum set sitting out in the 
rain, each piece recorded individually as it is “played” by the drops. 
Perhaps inadvertently, the three components have similarities to 
the elements of a German-Turkish hip-hop song—a combination of 
locally produced sounds (the harmonica and drums, played in an 

Following Turkish curator 
Vasıf Kortun’s reading, 
we see the break-dancer 
publicly, perhaps even 
defiantly, asserting his 
private “difference.”
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CURTAIN HOUSE AMSTERDAM, 2005, 
white semitransparent curtains installed at 
Smart Project Space, Amsterdam, 2005. 
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FAMILIE TEZCAN, 2001, stills 
from video: 6 min 40 sec. 
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“MUSIC ROOM,” 2013– , installation 
view of “Diapason” at Rampa, Istanbul, 
2014. Photo by Andre Carvalho and 
Tugba Karatop. Courtesy Rampa.

unorthodox manner), created using standard instruments literally 
in the streets, with the vocals expressing an inherited nostalgia. The 
piece itself is a hybrid of video art and a music video.

In our conversation, Aladağ was adamant that she eschews 
direct speech—“I don’t use direct language. I’m also not ideological, 
as a feminist or politically. I don’t want to convince anyone of 
anything”—as well as any kind of specific label. While her work 
should not be seen as activism, an alternative politics does exist in 
her most iconic works. For example, in the nine-minute video Raise 
the Roof (2007), we watch four women dancing on the roof of a Berlin 
building that was once a heavily patrolled site on the border between 
the East and West sections of the city. It’s a sunny, warm day and the 
women all wear headphones, T-shirts bearing the title and length 
of their chosen songs, and stiletto heels, which puncture through 
the square panels of roofing sheets they are dancing on. The sound 
of their steps is amplified, so that the live audience witnessing the 
event only hears the combined rhythms of their dancing, rather 
than the pop music they are dancing to. As they take in the music, 
each dancer transforms it through her own steps, as a kind of 
demonstration of how culture is ciphered and re-interpreted through 
the individual in small, irrepressibly human ways. 

Aladağ further explored the dynamics of group dancing—
individuals all acting together, but in unique styles—in Occupation 
(2009–10), which she staged at several openings. In the middle 
of official welcoming speeches, one or two people spontaneously 
begin to dance, without music, with more performers joining them. 
As Aladağ describes it, the piece “starts with one person being the 
maniac. All of a sudden one person starts to dance. You really think 
someone is going crazy here. And then another person starts to 
dance and then two more. After a while, you realize the maniacs are 

not the minority—you are the one who is the minority and not part 
of this crazy energy. The strange becomes the normal.” Tellingly 
perhaps, Aladağ no longer stages these events, as the popularity of 
dancing “flash mobs” and proliferating YouTube videos of these 
events, as well as global iterations of the “Occupy” movement, have 
eclipsed her performances and give what she says are unwanted 
political overtones to the piece. 

DOMESTIC AUDIENCE

While the street—its people, activities, interactions, demographics 
and even topography—plays an influential role in Aladağ’s works, so 
does the social life of interior, and particularly domestic, spaces. One 
of her first exhibited artworks was Vorhang (“Curtain”) (1995): a white 
sheet that waved out of a window and doubled as an advertisement 
for the student exhibition she was participating in. Vorhang was 
in the same room as another work—a sound piece that could be 
heard by pressing an ear against the wall, evoking the faint sounds 
of people in the other room—and like the curtain, joined the room’s 
interior to an activity outside of it. This motif returned several other 
times, as in Curtain House Amsterdam (2005), in which Aladağ 
dressed exterior window frames in red and gold trim, with long white 
curtains flowing on the outside in a spatial-sculptural inversion that 
additionally announced an exhibition on the inside. The motif links 
to Voyeur (1996/2013), a video projected onto a curtain of the window 
on a prominent street corner, showing the silhouette of a solitary 
woman, smoking a cigarette and, at one point, talking to a male 
figure—just enough to provoke the audience on the street to wonder 
what is going on inside.

Combining these early interests—what’s on the other side of 
the interior/exterior divide, how street culture infiltrates and is 
transformed by the domestic sphere—is Aladağ’s video Familie 
Tezcan (2001), in which we are introduced to a Turkish-German 
family of five who break dance together. To hits by Jay-Z and Kurdish 
songs sung by the mother and father, we see the family, altogether 
and individually, showing off—the mother performing arabesque 
moves, the father doing a head-spin, their daughter doing “the 
robot,” the youngest little boy being spun on the floor by his father—
while the hybrid soundtrack reflects the family’s mixed influences. 

Aladağ takes up these kinds of humorous, even absurdist, 
collisions of cultural elements in the objects she makes. She has 
created hybrid cannonball-bowling balls cast in bronze with two 
sizes of finger holes, and stitched together scraps of carpets into 
motley spheres in the “Teppichball” (“Carpet Ball”) series (2010); for 
the “Pattern Matching” works (2010–12), she re-creates the outline 
of basketball courts in handmade rugs from Turkey, Afghanistan 
and Iran, as well as industrial carpets from Germany and the 
European Union. Turning to high-modernist design, Aladağ created 
Paravent/Social Fabric (2010/2012), a three-part folding screen 
whose patterning is a mash-up of de Stijl geometry rendered with 
handmade carpets from Turkey, Iran and China. Another series 
that wrecks the supposed cultural purity and implicit masculinity 
of much modernist design is Colors (2008/2012), in which Aladağ 
stretches brightly colored women’s nylon stockings over the 
iconic, arch-modernist lamps—created by Danish designer Poul 
Henningsen—that she defiantly lays on the gallery floor. 

Her latest series, “Music Room” (2013– ), is inspired by chamber 
music—classical European music that could be played at home by 
the family-ensemble. She recreates a typical bourgeois living room, 
with chairs strung like a guitar and goatskin stretched across side 
tables (and copper Turkish coffee pots). A hat-stand is turned into 
a harp. A magazine rack becomes a violin. And a metal vacuum-
cleaner extension has holes in its shaft and is fitted at its top with a 
musical reed. As Aladağ said to me about the series, “The furniture 
stays what it is, yet takes on another life, spirit, an extra vibration 
or resonance. For the chair, you really need to sit on it. Your body 
becomes the resonance body in order to produce the sound.” 

“I don’t use direct language. 
I’m also not ideological, as a 
feminist or politically. 
I don’t want to convince 
anyone of anything.”
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BEELINE, 2014, 1430-meter-long fishing 
rope, 15 wooden coils, installation view of 
“Borderlines” at Art Space Pythagorion, 
Samos, 2014. Photo by Stathis Mamalakis. 
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MARSCH, 2014, cast iron spheres installed 
on the back wall of Kunsthalle Basel, 2014.
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SIGNIFICANT OTHER, 2011, 
still from HD video: 15 min.

ON THE BRIDGE

As in the personal accounts of the terrorizing xenophobia 
experienced by German-Turks recounted in her work Hochparterre, 
Aladağ doesn’t shy from addressing topical issues, nor does she 
cast her works in a simple mash-up of the East-versus-West tropes 
that are common to life in Turkey (Istanbul is a city where you say, 
“I’m going to the European side” or “I live on the Asian side”). Her 
sculpture Beeline (Istanbul) (2014), which consists of 10 spools of 
thick blue shipping rope, totaling 698 meters, alludes to the width 
of the Bosphorus strait—a demarcation between the European and 
Asian continents—at its narrowest point. Similar to a version she 
had earlier shown in Samos, a Greek island just a few kilometers off 
the Turkish coast, the Beeline rope represents the distance between 
the Asian and European continents, and in a more figurative sense, 
the idea and reality of Europe, or the EU, and Turkey. It is a distance 
that in its cultural and political dimensions is a contested space and 
constantly expanding or contracting, at times feeling much larger 
than its actual physical width. In Samos, at Art Space Pythagorion, 
the work was inevitably tinged with an awareness of the bucolic 
island’s current predicament as a destination for asylum seekers, 
primarily from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and Eritrea, seeking 
a foothold in the EU while transiting to northern Europe. Boats 
regularly capsize or are sunk at sea—by officials, or by refugees 
themselves, so that they must be taken to the Greek shore by the 
coast guard. In the narrow straits around Samos the rope also 
becomes a lifeline. In Istanbul, likewise, the “beeline” could be read 
as a lifeline, as Turkey’s government drifts further from ideas of EU 
membership—the shortest distance still growing all the time. 

Aladağ riffed on the idea of a cultural distance between Turkey 
and Europe in Marsch (2014), an installation show at the Kunsthalle 
Basel, and reprised in Istanbul at Rampa gallery a few months later. 
Aladağ adorned the wall(s) with painted lines resembling musical 
staffs, with notes represented by 94 embedded cannonballs as if 
lodged there by cannon-fire, in an arrangement based on “Rondo 
Alla Turca,” the last movement in Mozart’s Piano Sonata No. 11 in A 
Major (1784). The famed Austrian composer had based the section 
on the music of Ottoman Janissary Bands, as Europeans in the 
17th and 18th centuries had become acquainted with the Ottoman 

military’s music after their incursions as far west as Vienna. But 
Aladağ, rather than presenting Mozart’s “Rondo Alla Turca” as an 
early example of Orientalism—which it is—jokes that “Mozart had a 
pop way of incorporating” the Ottoman sounds and rhythms into his 
composition, which in turn spawned a whole European fashion for 
marching music. Aladağ also recalls—in another passing anecdote—
that her childhood Turkish teacher in Germany, in true nationalist 
mode, regularly made the students sing the Turkish national 
anthem, “Istiklal Marşı” (“Independence March”). It is perhaps a 
bitter tune for Kurdish families that endured forced assimilation and 
heavy suppression of culture and language under Turkey’s military 
governments in the 20th century. 

Just as the borders of the nation-state go hand-in-hand with 
the idea of an official language, vernacular speech, as found in 
popular culture and on the street, defies, resists, and ignores such 
boundaries, building unlikely coalitions between far-flung peoples 
and communities. Little comments and asides found in common 
speech (or their traces in popular music) are where people betray the 
complexities of being caught between family and society, or between 
an interior and a socialized language. It’s a drama and a tension that 
Aladağ explores in Significant Other (2011), which stars two actors 
standing on pedestals, singing bits from Milli Vanilli’s 1989 single 
“Girl You Know It’s True,” a massive hit that was later revealed to 
have been lip-synched by the German duo. In Aladağ’s version, 
the pair wear matching off-white jumpsuits with slits into which 
they insert their hands in various postures as they lip-synch words 
about love and relationships, in German and English, and in men’s, 
women’s and children’s voices. The bearded male performer mouths, 
“My parents really love each other very much and we always cuddle 
every night” while viewers hear a young girl’s voice; “Of course I want 
to have a wife and children,” the female performer recites, switching 
the voice of a young man from her previous lines to that of an elderly 
woman. It’s a trying piece to watch at times, with its mixing and 
sampling of other voices, and the disjuncture between the voices 
and the actors’ faces. It embodies the difficulty and discomfort of 
having to listen to others and of imagining yourself in their worlds. 
That’s exactly where Nevin Aladağ herself is most comfortable and 
most engaged.


