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Introduction
I started writing this text due to a feeling of
unease. In Turkey, the 2016 coup attempt had just happened, and we were still contemplating its implications in
regards to how it was devised, while entering a period of
indefinite “aftermath”. At this time, the “martyr” resurged
as a word, but also as image and body. It had never left our
vocabulary, in fact it had been in frequent use throughout
much of the discourse concerning the death of soldiers,
police officers and public officials. Yet, after the attempted
coup, the “martyr” officially became affiliated with civilian
life, as those who were killed while protesting the coup
were all proclaimed martyrs.
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Initially, I felt disturbed, even though I could
not understand martyrdom beyond its instrumentality in
public discourse, and I had no language to analyze the

ways in which I came in contact with martyrs. I knew no
martyrs; I had not seen a martyr. What I was subjected to
were images, of people who were now dead — who were
either claimed martyrs, or were not, despite having died
under similar circumstances. This is how I started to write,
through images, since they seemed somewhat more tangible.
I antagonized the makers of such images
at first, prioritizing the specific meaning they produced
and the symbols they carried within this very particular
context. It was not until I recognized my own interest in
similar practices of commemoration and image-making
that I could consider how they worked and what their
consequences were. As such, the following chapters are an
attempt at verbalizing these concerns and finding a vocabulary to work on this issue further, not only in relation to
martyrs and martyrdom, but also in the wider context of
representation that contains or concerns bodies — the body
as site or surface that bears or reflects meaning, the political dimension of the body in relation to its vulnerability,
vulnerability as a socio-psychological factor, the body in
resistance, the body as spectacle, the body as screen, and
so on.
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On 15 July 2016, a coup d’état was attempted in
Turkey against state institutions, including, but not
limited to the government and President Recep
Tayyip Erdoğan. The attempt was supposedly carried
out by a faction
within the Turkish
Armed Forces
that organized
themselves as
the Peace at
Home Council.

Images after the Coup:
A (non-)testimony
I had first used the term “martyr-image” while
trying to understand a particular sequence. This was a
video produced by the Presidency of Turkey and was being
broadcast on TV. It aimed at dramatizing the death of Erol
Olçok and Abdullah Tayyip Olçok, a father and son who
were killed by soldiers while protesting the coup attempt1
which had taken place a year ago. Erol Olçok had been the
PR agent for AKP,2 his person and image therefore inherently in conflict, being denied agency over images once
he was deceased. Olçok’s image was applied onto another
promotional video, with a look-alike actor literally embodying him, becoming his image, confusing simulation with
2
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AKP, or Ak Parti (English: Justice and Development
Party). The Turkish political party led by Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan, currently holding the highest number of
seats in the parliament (2018).
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remembering. To make sense of this transition, from author
to martyr/image, I looked for the recording made with a
mobile phone which was not consulted in the making of
this promotional clip, yet an image existing somewhere
on YouTube nonetheless. Without an indication of who its
maker factually is, I witness the I see (or the I saw) of its
intended author. Within the pixelated and unspectacular
stills of the recording there is a witness whose testimony
could not yet be delivered. There remains the agency of
Erol Olçok and Abdullah Tayyip Olçok too, even though
we cannot identify them with our eyes.

tive concerning the coup and its alleged organizers, a scattered discourse in-the-making, sealing and revealing the
remnants of the event to hide the complicity of numerable
state institutions and affiliated individuals at the expense
of witnesses’ testimonies. In doing so, it is not only the
courtroom that the non-testimony disrupts; public death as
a socio-psychological problem is repressed to allow for a
culture of triumph, according to which death, or “self-sacrifice”, are not only virtuous but necessary.

The video is not a reproduction nor a testimony. A seemingly commemorative object with no commemorative agenda; a non-testimony, not in being untrue but
due to a lack, an underestimation of the witness and her
function. Both the discursive potential of the testimony, in
providing a poetics for the witness to claim her experience,
and the status of the video-recording as evidence are sealed
to make way for these images. The production of (non-)
testimonies after the coup attempt rely on condensation, of
different media and attitudes; large posters start to cover
public spaces with slogans denouncing the coup, while the
faces of “martyrs” are printed in large scale to become the
temporary facades of both public and private buildings. TV
channels of differing political inclination adopt the narra-
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fig. 1

still from Moses und Aron
(dir. by Jean-Marie Straub and
Danièle Huillet, 1974)

fig. 3

still from the video produced by the Presidency of Turkey
(released on the first anniversary of the 2016 coup attempt)

fig. 2

still from The Battle of Algiers
(dir. by Gillo Pontecorvo, 1966)
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A hadith is an account of the words, actions, or habits
of the prophet Muhammad. Unlike the Qur’an, which
is recognized by all Muslims, the ahadith are not one
single collection.

The Martyr who Smiled
The two men fall onto the ground upon being shot by a group of soldiers. Fume leaves their bodies
where the bullets would have hit them. The shooting takes
places in black and white; any section of the frame involving the perpetrators is in grayscale, while the being
shot is shown in color. Having fallen down, the two lay on
their backs, closing their eyes after having looked at each
other. Their faces bear a distinct smile; a recurring motif, a
smiling martyr, or a martyr’s smile, embodying a peculiar
poetics of self-sacrifice. This is partially attributable to the
Quran, and more widely to the ahadith,3 where the notions
of shaheed and istishhad 4 are first put in the context of
4
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Shahid, or shaheed, originating from the Arabic word
meaning “witness”; used also to denote a martyr. The
act of martyrdom is istishhad.
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Muslim religion in writing. The word shaheed denotes a
witness, much similar to the meaning of martyr implied by
its etymological lineage, originating from the Greek word

μάρτυς (mártys), the ‘witness’. The premise of istishhad
is, at its core, a promise of Paradise, and to attain it, the
shaheed must be sincere in terms of his intentions, martyrdom being therefore not necessarily determined by the
circumstances of one’s death. There seems to have been
a growing interest in the work of hadith scholars whose
citations of the assumed benefits of martyrdom resonate
with many individuals, pertaining to different intensities of
religious belief, political mobility and radicalization. “The
martyr sees Paradise at the moment of his death” is one of
the statements I have most frequently encountered online,
where it would be variably paraphrased and repurposed
as a caption for a photograph that would accompany the
words. The portrait of a young man on the ground, eyes
half open; on his face an ambiguous expression, corners
of his mouth turned slightly upwards. Eyes firmly closed,
face heavily wounded, mouth open, teeth baring. Taking
the body of a “martyr” as its object, the “smiling martyr
photographs” claim to capture a moment of joyous death;
a man whose eyes see Paradise while his body is in an
in-between state, photographed in the midst of dying. Who
is the author of these images? Is there a photographer to
be found in the frame, someone who can be traced back if

18

5

Ariella Azoulay, The Civil
Contract of
Photography
(New York:
Zone Books,
2008), p. 14
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the images were to be observed closely enough? An eye
sensible to light, hands that operate a camera with calculated intentions, or a trembling arm trying to keep still as the

flash goes off. Somebody who is on their knees, bending
over, or zooming in from a distance. In The Civil Act of
Photography, Ariella Azoulay thinks of the photograph as
a remnant, encapsulating an event which is not immediately available to the eye.5 For the photographic act to be
unveiled, one must try and note those who partake in it; the
subject(s) and bodies photographed, the camera, the photographer, their intended audience and anyone who simply
“sees” the image are all agents (or in Azoulay’s terms6
“citizens”) of photography. The photographs that concern
“smiling martyrs” do not typically provide this information; neither the photographer nor the “martyr” are identifiable, while their circulators target a particular set of eyes
that are not put off by such ambiguities. Was I intended to
see them? Were the photographs found and repurposed,
or purposefully shot and framed as they were? Were they
staged, and if so to what extent? What is the implication of
the photographer’s convictions regarding the image that is
being made? Would such a conviction amount to honesty?

Azoulay’s
“citizenship
of photography”
concerns
itself with the
photograph
as a civic
In the absence of a fixed author, I resort to the
object, alcamera and its extensions. Some are unfocused, flashed out
luding to the
possibility
and lossy (Does it mean this was a snapshot?); others are
of looking
at images
responsibly,
“seeing” as duty. Godard’s “pedagogy of images” on
the other hand, aims for a study of how images relate
to each other; what they do to one another, especially
when images are abundant and polluting.
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well composed and retouched (How intentional?). These
photographic objects themselves allude to post-mortem
portraiture, bearing questions of ethics and transcendence

that are inherent to the practice of photographing the dead
with them. Is this an imprint of what once was (there)?
A (dead) body and a photographer; a camera pointing
at someone who is dying, a person being photographed
after their death. Does the image attest a person who once
was? The photographer and his subject, claiming agency
over the photograph through different means. Operating
the camera grants the photographer power over the photographic surface (whether chemically photo-sensitive or
technically digital), economizing light, depth and clarity.
On the other end of the lens, the subject of an image has
the potential of taking part in the photographic act to the
extent of becoming inseparable from that which is in-themaking. Even when portraiture is focused on a subject who
is not anymore “alive”, what it captures is a projection of
their bodies’ agency on to the surface of the photographic
object. Such an image can never fully be obedient to the
photographer and his tools, since it attests to the photographic act as a whole, an event that transcends what the
camera and its operator want.

gies of numerable fundamentalist groups, who have become increasingly invested in the mediums of photography
and video. Throughout the several stages of their making

and mediation, there exist authors, mediators and spectators who are engaged in these organizations’ self-promotion while, as such, their inherent iconoclasm7 surrenders
to images and the imaginary. Their premise, however, is
that of revealing an immaterial experience (of Paradise),
whereas doing so proves to be difficult as the photograph is
seized by the specificities of the bodies they represent; the
vulnerability of the subject the camera is pointed at overpowers the image.

The “smiling martyr” photographs are made
to be embedded into the contemporary recruitment strate7
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Both ISIS and Taliban have been engaging in the destruction of historical artifacts. These acts have been
interpreted as being rooted in their stance against
figurative representation.
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Vulnerable Bodies in Resistance:
Grief and Public Death
In Precarious Life, Judith Butler argues that
to grasp the social dimension of our bodily vulnerability,
we would first need to confront the vulnerability of others. This is no easy task, as even conceiving the idea of a
common human vulnerability is not feasible without considering to which extent certain bodies are rendered more
vulnerable, or deemed more grievable. As such, grief could
be proposed as a state we can allow ourselves to inhabit
radically, where one can ask the question “What have I lost
(in the Other)?”, as opposed to an understanding of grief
as solitary and depoliticized.8 In fact, vulnerability and
resistance may not even necessarily exclude one another,
8

Judith Butler, “Violence, Mourning, Politics” In Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence
(London: Verso Books, 2004).
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as there may be agency just in being vulnerable, “baring”
vulnerability through suffering, making it visible at the
expense of one’s safety.
In Risking Oneself and One’s Identity, Zeynep
Gambetti asks “whether vulnerability has exclusively to do
with the violation of rights, of bodily integrity, of sources
of livelihood or if it can (also) encompass permeability and
receptiveness?” 9 Can vulnerability denote both passivity
and agency? Recognizing vulnerability as a socio-psychological factor would imply a twist in vocabulary both
in regards to power and resistance; just as power can be
exercised in order to find or make the vulnerable, vulnerability could be imagined as a tool to reveal power and
expose the powerful. “What more can you do? Come on,
counter me—come on, counter me—?” is what Mahasveta
Devi’s Draupadi10 says to Senanayak, the army officer who
had captured and been torturing her. Senanayak urges her
to be covered, (“Where are her clothes?”) while Draupadi
approaches him with what her body lays bare; a wounded
body attests not only to its wounds but also to its wounders.

9
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Zeynep Gambetti, “Risking Oneself
and One’s Identity: Agonism Revisited” In Vulnerability in Resistance,
ed. by Judith Butler, Zeynep Gambetti and Leticia Sabsay (Durham
and London: Duke University Press,
2016).

10

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Draupadi” by Mahasveta Devi” In Critical
Inquiry, Vol. 8, No. 2, Writing and
Sexual Difference. (Winter, 1981),
pp. 381-402

Where does one position vulnerability in
resistance on the level of (self-)representation? How do we
imagine the vulnerable; how is an image vulnerable; how
does the vulnerable body imagine its own vulnerability?
Draupadi resists Senanayak by unveiling herself, an image
that is hard to come to terms with, a body that is aware of
its wounds and the power they carry. It is self-representation in its most idealized form, prioritizing confrontation
and permeability over detachment and fear; Draupadi is
virtuous in being vulnerable yet receptive and “self-sacrificing”. One can hardly expect for every vulnerable body
in resistance to put themselves at such risk. The bodies of
those who are in resistance are not necessarily in a binary
relationship to power, as in being indefinitely deprived of
it, nor do they form a homogenous front against the powerful. Such harmony can hardly be implied, since those who
find themselves “resisting” are also inherently vulnerable
to one another, harming and disarming each other despite
the obvious counterproductivity of being in conflict.
What can one learn from the vulnerability
of the “other body” in resistance? To which extent is my
sense of bodily vulnerability affected when harm is done to
those I am in an antagonistic relationship with on the level
of political alignment? How can I come to terms with my
own vulnerability through mourning others, knowing that a
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hierarchy of grievability is always at stake?— and not only
in regards to whose death is grievable but also who in fact
is allowed to mourn at all. Having one’s death considered

grievable is not only a matter of identification, agency or
regional specificity once the conditions of her death take
over — especially when one dies publicly, during a public
occurrence, for causes that concern the public. Those who
have been killed on the night of the attempted coup were
all proclaimed martyrs, namely The 15th of July Martyrs
for Democracy; 11 the anniversary of their death has now
been recognized as a day of national celebration, and not
of commemoration, effectively repressing feelings of grief
and complicity. The official interpretation of the coup
functions as an attempt of radical reversal, cultivating a
sense of triumph within a context characterized by undeniable loss which remains unaddressed due to the lack of
an effective vocabulary to witness (“What happened?”)
and grieve. All in all, we are simply not allowed to mourn
the dead, having been denied the means to contemplate
the political dimension of our own bodies, or to consider
what we might have lost in them. While Draupadi poses
permeability as resistance, these smiling martyrs function
as agents of meaningful or necessary death, an act that is
later read as having been inevitable (“It had to happen.”)
or outright heroic. The death of the smiling martyr as such
transcends the public dimension of “anyone’s” body, since

not anybody is deemed a martyr or is recorded to having
been smiling at the moment of their death. On the level of
representation, their martyrdom swings between the realm
of the “honorific”, of heroism and self-sacrifice, and the
undead, whose death is not fully processed or resolved,
since doing so would entail asking: Why did they die? How
did they die? Could they have not died? Am I complicit?
What does the death of the Other mean to us when martyrs’
smiles are at stake? — or, why do the dead need to smile?

11
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The 15th of July Martyrs of Democracy is the official
title used to denote those who have been killed during
the 2016 coup attempt.
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fig. 4

reproduction of a photograph depicting Ulrike Meinhof, photographed after she was
found dead in her prison cell on 9 May, 1976.

12

Post-mortem photography (also known as memorial
portraiture, mourning portrait or memento mori) refers
to the practice of photographing the recently deceased, which was arguably a part of nineteenth and
early twentieth
century European and American
culture. There
are differing
opinions as to
how common the
practice actually
was.

Self-representation:
Acting, Imagining, Remembering
Eyes open, Christian martyrs’ gazes bounce
at us from the canvas, like the hand drawn eyes of a corpse
on a Victorian post-mortem photograph; a memento mori,12
proposing a domain where one could possibly come to
terms with death. With “memento mori”, or “remember
that you will die”, we are dealing with an art of dying (ars
moriendi) as much as a protocol for remembering (ars
memorativa), a mnemonics for loss. The eleven woodcut
pictures in Ars Moriendi illustrate a seemingly linear narrative concerned with contemplation taking place on and
around a dying man’s (death) bed.13 The images represent
demons and saints, purposing temptation, regret, faith and
13
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The Ars moriendi (“The Art of Dying”) are two related
texts in Latin from 1415 and 1450. The version
referred to is the reproduction of The Ars Moriendi
(editio priceps, circa 1450) in the British Museum.
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pain in a contest against each other trying to allude to the
soul of a “dying man”. The many versions and translations
of Ars Moriendi bear witness to the agony of the century

At the backside of a photograph sent to my
grandfather from his then soldier brother, posing in front of
a tree in his uniform, I read: “I send you a lifeless image,

that produced them, presenting themselves as a consolatory protocol of dying, and doing it well. In the process, one
is offered the notion of a “good death”, not necessarily a
meaningful death but one that has been conducted in the
best of manners. Despite its focus on how to assist the
dying, the art of dying had as very little interest in grief;
and even though it had been conceived of in the years
following the plague epidemic, it has almost no investment
in the notion of public death, or death as a collective issue.
The bodies of those infected are put in quarantine, so is
the “dying man” bound to his bed, a domestic space and
a static frame where death is dealt with within oneself. As
the solitary unit of living and dying, the soul of the dying
Christian man does not relate itself to the others who are
still alive, neither is his death meaningful in terms of the
affairs of the living. As opposed to the consolatory inventions of Ars Moriendi, a contemporary consolation for
death as a public issue is forcing grief out of the domestic
realm where one can start hearing statements of the “Never
forget!” kind. Despite differences in political intentions or
the degree of mobilization, photographs of the dead from
when they were alive do serve as the immediate shelter.

for you to remember me.” The Turkish term cansız hayalim, which I here roughly translate as “lifeless image”,
is to be recognized as an equivalent of the ‘photograph’.
Cansız; inanimate, lifeless, dull—dead. Hayal; illusion,
specter, simulacrum or image. His brother’s words were
literal; later when I speak to him about the many photographs he had sent while being in the army, he refers to
having felt unsafe and paranoid throughout his compulsory
military service. The images were, as he explains, a solitary effort to record, and to control the manner in which
he would have been remembered in case of a sudden and
probable death. He was, presumably, devising the conditions of his anticipated martyrdom. A will to self-represent,
standing in front of a tree, holding a rifle with both hands.
“Don’t you feel slightly strange sitting next to him?” the
British journalist asks, to which the commander replies
“We are not forced to do it; it is our choice. That’s why
it’s not strange for me.” 14 Self-sacrifice, at this stage,
harnesses a particular poetics of self-representation; within the act of dying there is a desire for political agency,
whether one actually believes in the religious implications
of being martyred or not. The twofold meaning of self-representation, being one’s own representative and the author
14
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Dialogue transcribed from Sean Langan’s documentary film Meeting the Taliban (2007).
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of one’s own representations; holding a rifle to make the
image of a martyr as opposed to wearing a belt equipped
with explosives to become one — two radically distinct
operations that are bound to one and other.

Left hand on the hip; right hand’s index and
middle fingers raised and parted, other fingers clenched.
The statue holds his position still, eyes looking forward,
legs wide apart, a gun hanging at his waist. Two men stand
in front of the statue painted in gold, heads pointing at its
placard. These two men are members of the LTTE,15 observing the statue of Captain Miller before its destruction
in 2006. Referred to as “Captain Miller”, the statue memorializes the first Black Tiger16 to ever carry out a suicide
attack, entering an army camp with a truck filled with
explosives. Are his act and image separable? An image
referencing an act, and an act followed by the other Black
Tigers to come who are undeniably inspired by his image.
Captain Miller’s statue scribes the community’s interpretation of martyrdom in space, both as act and image, it offers
both a protocol of heroism and remembrance. The Tamil
Tigers identify as a secular organization; despite their
occasional usage of religious terminology, “sacralizing
their aim, cutantiram (‘independence’), by declaring it to
be a punita ilatciyam (‘holy aim’)”,17 they rely on a poetics
of self-sacrifice beyond that of a premeditated religion. In
15

LTTE (“The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam”) was a
militant organization in Sri Lanka active in between the
years 1976-2009. Its primary objective was the formation
of an independent state of Tamil Eelam for Tamil people.
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16

17

Peter
Schalk, “The
Revival of
Martyr Cults
Among
Ilavar”,
Temenos,
33: 1997, p.
151.

The Black Tigers were a wing of
LTTE, specially trained for suicide
attacks.

fact, it is the Tamil community’s acceptance of the Black
Tigers’ martyrdom, Robert A. Papa argues, in combination
with the commemorative actions, whether it would be displays in public space, or their stories circulated on Tamil
newspapers and commemorative albums,18 that produce an

understanding of self-sacrifice as an honorable act that is
valuable and of a martyr whose sacrifice will be reciprocated with remembrance.

18

Robert A. Papa, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of
Suicide Terrorism (Random House Publishing Group,
2005), p. 142-143.
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fig. 6

portrait of
Captain Miller

fig. 5

Jugendbildnis (Youth Portrait) by Gerard
Richter, 1988 (oil on canvas, 67 cm x 62 cm)
The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York

fig. 7

photograph of my grandfather’s
brother in military uniform,
made during his conscription
(Denizli, Turkey, mid-1950s)
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The Greek War of Independence was waged by
Greek revolutionaries between 1821 and 1832
against the Ottoman Empire, ending with the recognition of Greece as an independent state in 1832.

Loukis the Mite:
The Witness and the Martyr
Under occupation, the power of the occupier
and the occupied are asymmetrical. It is this asymmetry
that enables an interpretation of martyrdom as the indiscriminate victimhood shared amongst a group, a collective
experience dispersed among the armed or the unarmed;
fighters and civilians; actors, witnesses, victims and those
who are in between. In Loukis Laras, a 1879 novel set
during the Greek War of Independence,19 persecution is
poeticized through martyrdom, serving as a means of
identification with the struggle for national liberation. The
narrative is mediated by Loukis in first person,20 a young
20

38

Demetrios Vikelas, who is the author of the book, based
the narrative on the accounts of a Chiote merchant
named Loukis, who personally shared his experiences of
the Greek War of Independence with Vikelas.

39

man in his 20s working with his father in Smyrna. Loukis
had been casually referred to as “Loukis the Mite” by his
peers due to his physical “weaknesses”, did not interest

himself in literature or politics, nor did he have a particular sense of liberty or independence — all reasons why he
had not joined the insurrection, as he states in retrospect.
Loukis is apologetic about these characteristics, claiming
that he needed to first witness the persecution “before
the fire of patriotism, latent within him, could burst into
flame.” 21 Unlike others who construe their suffering and
exile as the consequence of “a few young rebels’ actions”,
Loukis identifies with the movement through the notion
of a martyrdom that, in the context of national liberation,
does not discriminate between those who fight, suffer, die
or witness. It is also through this folding together of the
insurgents and the rest, that the asymmetrical composition
of power and vulnerability among the civilians, the liberation movement and the Ottoman forces is dealt with; the
experiences of those who found themselves in the subaltern position are given meaning through the poetics of
martyrdom, rendering a reading characterized by heroism,
self-sacrifice and self-representation possible.
Although Loukis reclaims agency gaining a
vocabulary for national identification, the narrative also
incorporates subjects who do not live to witness the end
21

Demetrios Vikelas. 1972. Loukis Laras. (translation:
Gennadios, J. 1881) Doric Publications Limited, London. p. 33. (First published in Athens 1879).
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Ariella
Azoulay,
“Has Anyone
Ever Seen A
Photograph
of A Rape?”
In The Civil
Contract of
Photography
(New York:
Zone Books,
2008).

of the War of Independence, most of whom women subjugated to enslavement and rape. Adriana, the household
servant of Loukis’ family, is attacked and raped by two
men pertaining to the Ottoman forces while trying to salvage food around a village in Chios where the family had
been seeking refuge in. Upon her belated return, Loukis
describes Adriana as appearing “pale as death, trembling,
her hair disheveled, her dress torn, and her breast uncovered and bloodstained. Her whole appearance bespoke a
fearful struggle, terror, and shame.” 22 Adriana’s experience

is not referred to as “rape” once in the book, instead its
narration relies on an inherently aestheticized description,
where rape is symptomized through the unveiling of her
body. Loukis’ observation of Adriana is as he sees her, it
is invested in what his gaze can deduce. Does he identify
with Adriana? Is Adriana objectified through Loukis? What
is there to be said about her martyrdom beyond his sight?

24

Loukis is not unique in avoiding to name rape
when it happens, in fact rape seems to have been unnamed
or noticeably undefined throughout much of history. In
Has Anyone Ever Seen A Photograph Of A Rape? Ariella
Azoulay problematizes representations of rape, or more
accurately the scarcity thereof.23 Observing a number of
studies regarding the history of rape,24 she identifies three
domains that interpret the implications of rape in different

These
are Rape:
The First
Sourcebook
for Women
(1974, ed. by
Cassandra
Wilson), Keith Burgess-Jackson’s
Rape: A Philosophical Investigation
(1996) and Georges Vigarello’s A
History of Rape (2001).

22

Demetrios Vikelas. 1972. Loukis Laras. (translation:
Gennadios, J. 1881) Doric Publications Limited, London. p. 52. (First published in Athens 1879).
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terms: The conservative, which sees the act as the violation
of the victim’s body (a property); the liberal, who considers it a violation of the victim’s bodily and emotional

integrity; and the “radical” that reads rape as a structural
tool of (gender) violence irrelevant to sexuality.25 In Loukis
Laras we see the female body both as property and a bearer
of honor, but the ownership of her body is indiscriminate,
just as Loukis’ martyrdom. Her body and integrity are
part of a narrative of national liberation; she is a female
matryr or a “martyress”. She bears the patriarchal honor
of her nation. This is not necessarily due to an understanding of ownership in regards to the female body, nor does
this principle exclusively function within the parameters
of (gender) violence. To be able to grasp the vulnerability of the female body as such, we would need to look at
how such bodies are named and perceived; photographed,
filmed or described. What is the basic function of the
manner in which female bodies are represented within the
context of national resistance and to what end? 26

26

25
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Ariella Azoulay, The Civil
Contract of Photography
(New York: Zone Books,
2008), p. 206.

It is important to note that Loukis Laras’ publication
in 1979 bears a historical symmetry to the Bulgarian
insurrection which had been mobilized by the April
of 1876. The April Uprising lasted until May, resulting
indirectly in Bulgaria’s re-establishment as a state by
1878. Beyond the urgency of a literature concerned
with national liberation for those who had lived under
and fought against the Ottoman rule, the testimonial
sensibility of the book addressed an audience wider
than Greece, through translations into English, German and Italian.
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The Bulgarian Martyresses:
Medium Specificity and
Visual Pleasure
Konstantin Makovsky painted The Bulgarian
Martyresses in 1877, in attempt to represent the violence
perpetrated by Ottoman mercenaries upon the Bulgarian
population, as the Ottoman Empire aimed to suppress the
insurrection for Bulgarian national independence. Hence,
the painting had an inevitably difficult premise, intentions
and references conveyed through an abundance of symbols
— religious, ethnographic and gendered.
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Three bashi-bazouks,27 two women and an
infant. She lays on the ground with an open book on her
stomach, one hand made into a fist, eyes directed at the
viewer. A woman on her feet looks down towards her,
holding a child at the right side of her body, as one of the
men wraps his hand around her arm, while another tugs
at her shirt. The third bashi-bazouk faces them, hands on
his waist, with a rifle hanging on his back, smiling. Both
women are shown to be bared or baring, their garments
having been ripped off, in a state of in-betweenness. The title suggests that they have been dead, or that they are dead,
though they are not seemingly dead or alive.
The painting’s in-betweenness takes it to the
realm of the proto-cinematic, played out as a scene rather than a static moment. Within it, there is a before and
an after that is implied, a moment of struggle precedes
it while further violence is anticipated. It is a strategic
freeze-frame, with objects and bodies in motion; a candle
is falling, a garment is being ripped off, a body is being
unveiled. The freeze-frame is not suggestive but enabling;
it occupies a portion of time without having to produce
a sequence of images. Not photographic as much as it is
cinematic, claiming a duration that would exceed the limits
of an effective shutter speed.

Beyond its temporality, The Bulgarian Martyresses is cinematic in how it has been constructed, alluding to collage as a technique, or montage as a principle. It
is both a work of considerable fantasy and an outsider’s
impressionability. Makovsky is said to have been influenced by his visit to the Balkans and the testimonies of
those who had witnessed the uprising and its suppression
firsthand. To make the image, he had to employ models,
who may or may have not ever been in each other’s presence while he was painting. Whether he had previously
encountered any bashi-bazouks is not clear, yet the cultural specificity of their clothes and weapons, as well as
their racial characteristics seem more to be products of
his projection, in addition to the relevant visual material
he might have been able to obtain at the time. What he
pieced together were not only bodies, he also constructed a
space for projections, where one’s eye can jump from one
“screen” to the other. The body as screen — not as stable
as symbols in iconographic tradition, nor as vivid and complete as a character in narrative film.
A racialized, gendered or sexualized body is
a screen of higher luminosity, through which much sharper
and affective images can be obtained. The visual pleasure
channeled through looking at these images is inherently
voyeuristic, having often to do with female bodies, from
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A basi-bazouk (Turkish: başıbozuk, literally “damaged
head”, also named delibaş, literally “crazy head”, both
meaning “free headed”, “leaderless”, “disorderly”) was
an irregular soldier of the Ottoman army.
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the jeune fille to the “bared” women in Orientalist paintings. As Ahu Antmen notes, a woman’s image in art is
not a fixed motif 28 as much as it is a screen; it possesses
screen-like qualities because of its “difference”, demarcation and castration. What is being borne by their representation has very little to do with the burden of “actual” gendered or racialized bodies that need to navigate a
given space. Antmen speaks of this disjunction, taking the
modernization of Ottoman painting as her example. The
“modern” Ottoman woman that recurs in these works is
a motif purposefully appropriated from Western painting,
symptomizing the Ottoman (masculine) ideal for “emancipation”, a woman that could never be. The fantasy of
the “Western modern” in Ottoman art employs the female
body as image, where one can watch it unfold, be unsealed
and “unveiled”.
It is a specific gaze that is allowed to discern
these surfaces with untamed voyeurism, to wander around
images of bodies with the privilege of not having to identify with the subjects in representation. As such, there is also
an exclusivity to the author in having the power to objectify and the agency to perpetuate — a will to find bodies
to project their look upon and a sensibility to find a medium where their images will find reflection. Just as there
is a politics of the body as screen and the screen as body,

the politics of the female body work both on the level of
biological immediacy but also of representation concerning
that same body, imagined or reproduced. Thinking on representation through a feminist vocabulary would have to
deal with these two elements at once, thinking about who
the author and the audience being addressed are, while also
considering a female body in the making, a body imagined
or made into a spectacle.
The image of a female body produced by a
(male) painter differs from how she would represent herself, whether it would be through self-portraits, punches or
sentences. The relics of her self-representation, even without consideration of how their mediums behave or “perform”, are performative — and it is this performativity that
encapsulates the agency of her body. When performance
is in question (or unquestionable) we are, to an extent,
deprived of our position as voyeurs, while the performing body gains agency through exhibitionism. This marks
the difference between the body as spectacle as opposed
to a body in performance, balancing power in regards to
looking (“I decide when you can look.”) and showing (“I
choose what and how to show.”)
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Ahu Antmen, Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimlik, Cinsiyet
(Istanbul: Sel Yayıncılık, 2014), p. 39-40.
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To understand how one (body) might oscillate
in between performativity and spectacle, we may try and
look at how mediums behave differently when it comes

to immersion and control. In regards to the conditions
that rely on medium specificity, Laura Mulvey identifies
a dichotomy within the cinema, where the spectator is
left in the darkness of the auditorium, facing the screen
upon which the images are being projected.29 To her, this
is where the audience is at the extreme end of voyeurism,
illuded to think that they are looking into a private world
(objectification), while simultaneously giving themselves
in to the filmic “reality effect” (identification). One may
find pleasure in both, yet the extent of this pleasure is
determined not only by whose body is met by the eye, but
also whose eye is cast upon a certain body.

How cinema is experienced has undeniably
changed since Mulvey’s observations were first published.
Screens have gotten smaller, more domestic and personal;
tangible and interactive. When TVs start to behave like
paintings hung on a wall, what does that do to our seeing,
watching and looking? What happens to the painting when
the flat screen has become a common household object?
Can then the presence of frame-like screens function as a
moment to contemplate the basic conditions of how one
looks at a painting? A medium’s specifications are not
29
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Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”
In Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings,
ed. by Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 836.

exclusively reliant on what their mediators have sought to
make of them, since how a medium is expected to behave
by those who do not engage with its making determines
not only its reception, but also marks a preliminary field
for it to operate within. As such, medium specificity requires not only a study of tangent mediums but also of a
rapidly changing audience that is transformed by and transforming these specificities.
In her introduction to Film and Video Intermediality, Houwen bases her understanding of medium
specificity both on a medium’s “essence” or essential
qualities (Greenberg), and its differentiality in comparison
to other mediums (Krauss).30 Mediums undeniably inherit

aspects from their predecessors, while their potential use
is constantly negotiated through contingencies. The photo-camera that can only function at a certain shutter speed
does not allow for capturing bodies in movement, resulting
it being used for landscape photography and post-mortem
portraiture. This, in turn, changes the nature of landscape
painting and mourning, making them different in retrospect. Landscape painting, in this regard, is pre-photographic, yet transformed by the photographic invention,
just as Orientalist paintings change in nature once narrative
cinema is put into practice.
30

Janna Houwen, Film and Video Intermediality: The
Question of Medium Specificity in Contemporary Moving
Images (New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2017), p. 11.
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in regards to the victim’s body and have relief in knowing
they did not do anything at all, that their looking does no
harm.

To entertain the application of film theory
on pre-cinematic things further, I find Mulvey’s Visual
Pleasure in Narrative Cinema to be useful for an under-

standing of voyeuristic pleasure and the aestheticization of
violence. In it, she marks the difference between sadistic
and fetishistic scopophilia31 in regards to representation of
female bodies in narrative cinema. The desire to see a body
harmed and the voyeuristic gaze wanting to unveil it are
not necessarily separable, yet both rely on the objectification of the body in question, as in being convinced of its
otherness while securing that difference by avoiding identification. This is achieved by depriving the said body of its
complexities, often reducing it to the markers that evidence her alterity. The baring of such bodies only serves to
enhance this process, as women are purposed or employed
due to their to-be-looked-atness, becoming sites for immediate visual pleasure, while the violence exercised on their
bodies evokes an absolute sense of bodily vulnerability. In
this context, the image of the perpetrator serves to disarm
feelings of complicity that may arise in the viewer, either
in relation to the acts of violence being represented within
the image or due to the pleasure taken in looking at them.
The antagonism in between the women and the bashi-bazouks in The Bulgarian Martyresses does not exclusively
work in terms of the political, it is a much more universal
shot reverse shot, where one gets to both be voyeuristic
31

Sexual pleasure derived chiefly from watching others
when they are naked or engaged in sexual activity.
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Beyond a thick layer of voyeuristic looking
there is the domain of “watching”, which entails partially
giving in to images, hopping on its space and time, seeing the bodies it represents in relation to one’s own body,
even when one feels disembodied in the darkness of the
cinema. Film theory has a troubled relationship with the
consequences of such filmic immersion, and the cinematic
“reality effect” in question tends to be seen as a gateway
to conformism, through which one can forget how images
are made and become part of a sequence. In fact, identification, whether it would be on film, through a photograph
or while observing bodies in a painting, is a process of
leaving a question effectively unanswered. “What am
I seeing?” What I am seeing may be moving images of
decapitation. I may assume that what I have seen has been
made at the expense of human life.32 Yet the film, both as

the specific cultural object but also in terms of a broader
field, can never attest to its own making as such; the image
does not reveal the act. At the total point of identification,
one holds a belief of complete overlap between the image
and what it represents. Often, the correspondence is not
that neat nor quantifiable; I watch narrative film knowing
32

Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (New
York: Zone Books, 2008), p. 141.
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that its subjects are actors and its scenes filmed according
to a production schedule that does not follow the script.
Nonetheless, I need, even for a brief instance, to believe

that the actor was “really” hurt while actively overlooking
minor details that disrupt linearity.
What may be observed as a dual process
in how an audience “relates” to images, articulated as a
binary of objectification and identification, does not only
concern what images represent. It also has to do with how
they are mediated, with which tools they have been produced and under which circumstances they would come
into contact with the viewer. In regards to thinking about
how (certain) bodies are affected by their representations
and instrumentalization, a pedagogy of images may not
necessarily be sufficient. Such a study would hopefully
contemplate what images do to one another, and how they
relate to each other. It may even succeed in problematizing
the gaze, both imagined and real, in terms what is being
observed and who would have the power to see, look or
watch. Despite all this, the question of what their mediums
do to images and how said mediums are affected by each
other remains just as important. All together — to help us
start tackling the complicity of our gazes, and possibly ask
to which extent we ourselves may be vulnerable to images.
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fig. 8
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Болгарские мученицы (The Bulgarian Martyresses)
by Konstantin Makovsky, 1877
(oil on canvas, 207 × 141 cm)
Belarusian National Arts Museum, Minsk
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Conclusion
How are we vulnerable (to images)?— a
question that steered me from a very specific object of
study to an array of concerns that extend beyond the scope
of this thesis. I reversed this question at several steps of
the way (“How are images vulnerable?”), and at times
tried to reduce it (“How are we vulnerable?”). For a while,
I prioritized the image as a source of analysis over the
body, whether it would be my body, a public body or an
imagined one. In the end, the body proved to be inseparable from its image, having left an imprint on it despite the
author’s intentions, whereas the image affects the body
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on several degrees, changing both the body that is being
represented and the bodies of those who look at it.
The majority of the objects I name and describe in each chapter are bound together by their shared
premises, claiming to represent martyrs or martyrdom
while they differ in function. Proposed as tools for commemoration, but often transcending this alleged purpose by
other means, some allude to propaganda, when others may
be considered self-portraits or simply a means for mourning. These differences were my immediate focus, as to
“compare”, yet their specificities took over shortly thereafter and the mere issue of how they were different did not
seem as central as it once was.
Regarding to what extent the image and the
body of the martyr were linked to persecution and public
death, led me to thinking about vulnerability as a socio-psychological factor. As such, vulnerable bodies and
representations of vulnerability moved to the foreground,
and I attempted to assume the vulnerability of others as the
basis one’s own sense of (bodily) vulnerability. Positing
mourning and permeability as a potential for resistance, I
speculated on a hierarchy of grievability in terms of whose
(public) death would be grievable and who would have the
right to grieve. This all originated from a sense of having
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been denied grief in the face of martyrs who seemed impenetrable (“Is there vulnerability to a smiling martyr?”),
as theirs was claimed to be a meaningful, heroic or at least
inevitable death.

Furthermore, I reflected on what martyrdom could mean in the context of an occupation and/or
resistance, and how self-sacrifice was rendered a source of
self-representation within national liberation movements,
where the representation of a martyr could serve as an icon
meanwhile her image and act would become inseparable.
When armed struggle and persecution on the basis of identity would be in question, martyrdom could also expand its
reach to denote a collective suffering, rendering it potentially meaningful and heroic, making martyrs of those who
would otherwise be considered witnesses.
In the last chapter, I dealt with the “martyress”, a gendered martyr and as such a site for the desires of national patriarchal honor. The martyress led me
to acknowledging how certain bodies could be gendered,
racialized and sexualized and what their alterity could
signify in terms of voyeurism and identification. Drawing
from film theory, I proposed the image of the female body
in particular to possess screen-like qualities, a surface for
projections and a source of pleasure. Taking The Bulgari-
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an Martyresses as a point of departure, I contemplated the
complicity of looking at such images and the pleasure that
could be derived from “watching” unveiled bodies and an
aestheticized rendition of violence.

To make way for a practice that concerns
itself with how images and bodies may be vulnerable to
one another, denotes both a study of complicity and a potential for permeability. Whether this would be considered
a “pedagogy of images” or not, it would need to concern
itself not only with what images represent (by themselves
or in relation to each other), but also through which means
they come into being in terms of the tools used to make
them, the mediums they operate within and those who take
part in their “act” as makers and viewers. Asking How are
we vulnerable (to images)? would then be an initial step as
to coming to terms with our permeability to images — not
only as a burden, and possibly in terms of seeing it as a
potential, especially when our own sense of vulnerability is
in question.
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