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The old part of Istanbul is a fascinating place,
and the eastern part of the historical peninsula is
full of famous mosques, monuments, museums,
and bazaars. I, like thousands of other tourists,
spent days shooting them. But, I prefer to
photograph unusual subjects, so I search for
interesting areas that others don’t photograph. One
of my colleagues looked in his guidebook and
noticed that the districts of Fener and Balat looked
perfect. Our professional guide told us it was too
dangerous for us to visit, but the hotel desk clerks
said there would be no problem in the daytime,
so we spent a day there, without the guide. We
wandered around the steep, narrow, winding streets
for six hours; everyone was friendly; and we
encountered other foreigners twice.
Most of the time I was shooting in Istanbul I
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used my Nikon D300 SLR with the 18-200mm
lens. But for this kind of work I had deliberately
acquired a small, inconspicuous camera, the Sony
Nex-6 with a 16-50mm kit lens. It is a mirrorless
camera with a good viewfinder and a sensor the
same size as that of the D300. The file size is about
the same as that of the D300 and even at ISO 1600,
the noise is not bothersome. It looks like a pointand-shoot to the uninitiated, so I don’t look like a
serious photographer when I use it. Also, it is much
lighter than my SLR, so walking with it all day is
easy. When I’m not actually shooting, I carry it
in a small case that looks like a cosmetic case or
something, not a camera case.
My colleague had a similar camera. I think of
this type of camera as a city camera, and I use it
whenever I am shooting in dubious neighborhoods.
It is harder to make compositions with it than with
the SLR because the zoom range is small, but the
files are so large and noise-free that one can often
plan the shot for later cropping.
The districts are on the western part of the
historical peninsula, on the south shore of the
Golden Horn, a bit to the southeast of the Halic
Bridge. According to a local rehabilitation
authority: “Once a focal point of the social and
cultural lives of Greeks, Armenians and Jews, the
Fener and Balat districts are presently inhabited by
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a mostly Muslim population that immigrated from
other cities and rural areas. Today, Fener and Balat
districts look like dilapidated areas and face the
danger of total ruin. Some buildings are already in
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ruins and about 20% of the construction is in poor
condition.” These, of course, are ideal conditions
for those who love to photograph decaying
buildings. A major rehabilitation of a number of
houses, sponsored by the European Union, took
place from 2003 to 2007, and one can see a fair
amount of construction (or gentrification) going
on at present.
Fener still has a number of Greek residents;
my colleague, who speaks Greek, chatted with
one almost as soon as we arrived. The building
of the Phanar Greek Orthodox College, now a
secular boys’ school, still dominates the area, and
is sometimes open to visitors if they ask politely
(but it’s dark inside and the stairs are very steep).
Balat was known as a Jewish quarter, and houses
the famous Ahrida Synagogue, which can be
visited if one makes the proper request to the
chief rabbi. The boundary between the districts is
not obvious either on the map or on the ground.
When we visited, there were people in the
streets, mostly women and children. Almost all of
the women wore headscarves, and spent a lot of
time socializing in the streets. There were many
small children around, along with the ubiquitous
cats and the occasional goat. There were also a
few elderly men, but young ones were scarce,
perhaps because they were at work in other parts
of the city.
Many of the buildings are brightly colored.
There are plenty of fascinating doors, worth
shooting both complete and close-up. One
intriguing subject was a rusted metal door that
had a big hole in it and looked like it hadn’t been
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opened in years, but it had a bag of fresh bread
resting against it. It was quite interesting to see
some buildings in the advanced state of decay,
described by the authority, not far from active
construction sites.
It was hard to decide which was more
interesting, the buildings or the people. Some of
the most effective compositional opportunities
were the combination of the living inhabitants
and the decaying buildings. Street scenes worked
well, and there were often views of women sitting
in doorways while their children played in the
street. In a couple of cases it was possible to
combine a cute kid with a colorful building.
We simply walked around the neighborhoods
and photographed whatever looked good to
us. Because we carried small, inconspicuous
cameras, the people mostly ignored us. It would
have been useful to have a longer lens in a few
situations, but most people didn’t seem bothered
by our presence so zooming with our feet usually
worked. There were, however, a few people who
did object to being photographed (by holding up
their hands or shaking their heads) so be aware of
your surroundings and sensitive to the reactions
of those you are photographing.
For a photographer who enjoys making
unusual images, one of the best ways to spend a
very productive day in Istanbul is to visit Fener
and Balat. n
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