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Water is an immersive body, and bathing is a medium of not only physical but also psychical 
identification and connection, through the bodily proximity created between strangers.  

This may be currently unimaginable to us because of the pandemic, where we are literally 
measuring the distances between one another. That casual proximity between strangers and 
ease & comfort in multitudes was something the NYT author Leslie Jamison was reflecting on 
during the lockdown. In her article, she reminisces about the baths in Istanbul she visited right 
before the pandemic. She describes the full and honest inhabitation of one’s body in the presence 
of strangers in the baths, and sees this as the potential promise of urban cohabitation. She asks: 
“What do we lose when we lose the ability to live among the bodies of strangers? How does 
sharing spaces of pleasure help bind people together?” 

The thesis explores notions of body and identity in the urban context through a contemporary 
re-read of the Turkish bath from an intersectional feminist point of view. Starting from the 
notion of gaze and objectification of female bodies, permeating into concurrent forms of 
oppression and solidarity, the thesis aims to liberate the bath from its Oriental architectural 
context and leak into the city of Istanbul by tapping into its water infrastructure. It explores 
ways of warming up (in terms of social intimacy) to create tactics of immersion in the public 
space for marginalized bodies.  

I. GAZING (Medium: Image) Male – Female Gaze, Fantasy and Subversive Images 
i. Spaces of public bathing reveal patriarchal scopophilia i.e. pleasure from 

looking at the objectified female body.  
 

ii. The primarily female space of the Turkish bath was eroticized by the 
European male gaze in 19th century, who in reality had no physical access 
to these spaces. Orientalized fantasy images embodying desire 
represented this active space of female bodily and social expression as a 
sensual space with passive reclining female figures. 
 

iii. The woman, in these representations, is reduced to an image behind a 
patriarchal façade, which then becomes the site of sexuality and the 
locus of desire. 
 

b. Secluded Empowerment: Interiority, Public Space, Female Solidarity 
i. The sexualized representation of the women’s bath was subverted by the 

18th century English traveler Lady Montagu, who defined the secluded 
spaces of Turkish women’s baths as sites of politically empowered female 
publicity.  
 

ii. She likens the bath to an English coffee house (site of male socializing and 
political debates) and defines the bath as a free female public institution. 
Freedom is associated with the interiority of the bath because female 
bodies were excluded from the public space in both the European and 
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Ottoman context in 19th century. The bath was a transgressive space 
because of its interior publicness (in contrast with domestic space), 
expanding women’s domain of spatial occupation. 
 

c. Reverting the Gaze: Female gaze, Subversive images 
i. In order to further distinguish the representational presence of the male  

vs. female gaze, here’s a comparison of the depictions of a female bather, 
the one on the left by Mary Cassatt and the one on the right by Ingres. 
Cassatt reframes bathing as an act of female empowerment rather than 
sexualized passivity by depicting activity and relationships, rather than a 
mastering gaze. This turns the image from a ‘representational sign’ into 
‘an implication of presence and subjecthood.’  
 

ii. The following ‘repainted’ paintings (originals by 19th cent. French painter 
Gerome) are my attempt to remove the Orientalist male gaze from the 
representation of women in the bath. The figures are juxtaposed with the 
Orientalist setting in contemporary attire. 
 

iii. Dressing them has a dual function: it’s not at all to impose modesty but 
first to deny the male gaze in order to form the subjecthood of these 
figures and identify with them. And second, to imply the sense of an 
outdoor urban setting. 
 

iv. This comes from the fact that baths were spaces where people from all 
classes came together, not only for washing themselves but also for 
socializing and entertainment. So these scenes would, in reality, resemble 
scenes today from a picnic in the park.  
 
This turns the bath into a ‘leaky public interior’, the bath becomes an 
informal social ground in the urban context that has the potential to 
challenge patriarchal barriers of entry. 
 

II. PERMEATING (Medium: Society) – Leaky Boundaries and Identities 
a. Bodies that Matter 

As feminist philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler says: “bodies tend to 
indicate a world beyond their boundaries.” Intersectional feminism 
acknowledges that different inequalities often operate together and exacerbate 
each other.  
 

b. Being Trans at the Beach 
In the context of bathing, female bodies are not the only ones who face scrutiny 
by the patriarchal gaze. Trans bodies feel unsafe at beaches because they cannot 
“pass as straight” and these spaces “reveal the [bodily] signifiers that indicate to 
strangers that something about [them] may be transgressive.” They find comfort 
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in their community saying: “It feels defiant and empowering to take up space 
and have each others’ backs.”  
 

c. Being Muslim at the Beach 
Another body that feels unwelcome and unsafe at the beach are Muslim women 
in the West. Here we see a Muslim woman in Nice being forced to remove her 
clothes following the burkini ban because she was “not wearing an outfit 
respecting good morals”. 
 

d. Being a Woman at the Beach 
And the challenge of being a woman under patriarchal gaze in the public sphere. 
Here’s my friend swimming in Istanbul. Not feeling comfortable with just her 
swimsuit, she asked to borrow my surfer shorts, on top of which she wore a 
dress, which she took off behind a rock before jumping into the water… What 
does it take for her to feel as comfortable as that man sunbathing on the rocks in 
his speedo? 
 

e. The bath is no longer part of a daily hygienic need, and thus has lost its position 
as a public service water infrastructure. Which has, more importantly, resulted in 
the loss of the bodily proximity, socializing, freedom that came with it. This goes 
to show that there is a potential in recreating a similar form of social proximity 
as a way of creating solidarity. 
 
The task of the project then becomes to create bathing spaces within the city 
that allow the mentioned bodies to feel comfortable and safe without feeling 
exposed, objectified, or excluded by the patriarchal gaze. The interior space of 
political freedom of the bath needs to be released and liberated, and turned into 
a public & accessible infrastructure to create spaces for female and non-binary 
bodies in the public sphere.  
 

III. LIBERATING (Medium: Architecture) – Architectural Catalog and Simulacra 
The bath is the by-product of a constructed false image of the Orient still subservient 
and incidental in Western architectural pedagogy. 
 
a. One of the visual sources that provided the setting for Orientalism (as Edward 

Said puts it) is Description de l’Egypte. Here you can see instruments of bathing, 
along with bathers, and architectural renderings of baths laid out in an 
encyclopedic composition. There’s as much information in the images 
themselves as in the gaps between them. 
 

b. This is a political vision of reality, constructed and drawn in quite realistic ways, 
yet it promotes a certain type of othering. So in an attempt to reconcile this 
constructed architectural vision with my own embodied experience and 
knowledge, I took on another task of redrawing and designated this manuscript 
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as a site of architectural transformation for an alternative vision. 
 

c. These collages translate the Orientalist Architectural Survey from an ‘orientalist 
inaccurate’ into first ‘subjective accurate’ and then a ‘contemporary reread’. The 
doubled collages follow the sequence of the typical Turkish bath and transform 
each spatial element. 
 

d. The image on the top shows the main resting room of the bath, collaged with 
elements from the manuscript to reflect a spatial reality known to me: a central 
fountain surrounded by resting chambers. I then transformed this into an 
outdoor ‘urban room’ enclosing an existing fountain with a new resting pool. 
 
The image below depicts the traditional changing cabins, that get transformed 
above into cabanas facing the water. 
 
The gathering effect of the traditional dome in the main space of the bath gets 
translated into plan in form of a circular pool. 
 
The marble platform (depicted above) where bodies get scrubbed and huddle at 
the center of the space of the bath gets translated into a deck pool. 
 
The wash basins with adjoining seating nooks (shown above) turn into a circular 
fountain surrounded with seating. 
 
Lastly, the ‘seclusion’ room of the bath for bathing in small groups (depicted on 
the left) turns into a bathing pavilion with a shallow pool and seating. 
 

IV. LEAKING IN (Medium: City) – Water as Urban Public Infrastructure 
As a result of the collages, the bath as a whole gets reimagined into a fragmented 
structure that explores gradients from interior to exterior, heavy to light structure, 
and permanent to temporal elements. This way, the fragmented bath is ready to 
leak into the city.  
a. Historic Water Infrastructure 

Here in my own maps we see that Istanbul is a city surrounded by water bodies: 
the Bosphorus strait separates Europe and Asia, and connects the Sea of 
Marmara to the Black Sea.  
 

b. It is also a city where layers of water structures (from Roman, Byzantine to 
Ottoman) form an extensive network across the city.  
 

c. I mapped the existing historic water structures here with ‘blue’ depicting the 
fountains, red depicting beaches and baths, and dark blue depicting water 
towers, reservoirs and acqueducts. 
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d. Here are illustrations of Ottoman waterways from 18th and 19th century. These 
show a network of different types of water structures in various historic districts. 
 

e. Continuing the act of drawing as a way of knowing, I’ve combined dispersed 
infrastructural elements from across the city in this drawing to imply an 
expansive network but to also allude to their possible connection and 
revitalization.  
 

f. The structures are all over the city yet most of them are defunct. Only recently 
they have started getting restored by the municipality to provide drinking water.  
This ‘untapped network’ provides the setting for the liberated bath to 
proliferate. 
 

V. WARMING UP (Medium: Bodies) – Effect-Affect, Social Intimacy 
 
a. The fragmented bath across the city will provide the space for a new community 

and solidarity between marginalized bodies. This requires the determination of 
scales of occupation, proximity, and desired affects. The primary aim of these 
spaces will be to  “reactivate the [collective] body” in order to “cross the social 
skin”.  
 

b. Butler defines “gatherings in public space [...] as a resistant political claim. [...] 
This can be in the forms of simply “showing up, standing, breathing, moving, 
standing still”... Minimalist feminist dancers Forti, Rainer, and Halprin’s work 
have experimented with different forms of bodily expression of proximity and 
solidarity through purposefully habitual gestures. So, what type of 
environmental conditions will affect the desired bodily gestures? 
 

c. In the traditional Turkish bath, atmospheric conditions create different layers of 
publicness and scales of intimacy. I interpreted this in a less hierarchical and non-
segregated way through this ‘Diagram of Desired Affects’…. 
 

d. … which organizes the bath around various communal and individual 
experiences, with different degrees of intimacy. 
 

e. These gestural figures, drawn from the works of Minimalist feminist 
choreographers, signal a range of bodies and proximity (both collective and 
individual). In the transformed bath, these affects like gathering, belonging, 
huddling, sanctuary, will be distributed across the city because they no longer 
need to be locked into a single artifact. 
 

VI. IMMERSING (Medium: Sites) – Salacak and Kireçburnu  
The fragmented bath (and its desired affects) will be dispersed across the urban 
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fabric of Istanbul. The two sites that I have chosen are symptomatic of this potential 
dispersion.  
a. The first site, Salacak, is located at the ‘historic city center’. The second site, 

Kireçburnu, is located at the center of the modern expanded city. Salacak on the 
Asian side forms a cape, Kireçburnu on the European side forms an inlet. Both 
sites have stops along the dense ferry route of the city. 
 
SITE 1: SALACAK 

b. The cape form of Salacak makes it a popular site for seaside leisure because of 
the views it offers to the historic peninsula.  

c. The neighborhood has retained its historic character, even after the Ottoman 
summer palaces have given their way to seaside mansions with sea baths and 
now multi-family residences with historic fountains in every street corner. 

d. Surrounded by residential neighborhoods and walking distance to ferry & metro 
stations, it has a crowded and vibrant street life and is a popular site of 
impromptu swimming. 

e. The Salacak waterfront has an intimate relationship with the surrounding 
neighborhoods with streets leading directly to it.  

f. I chose one of the main streets that go downhill from the neighborhood into the 
waterfront as my area of focus, and chose 3 fountains in a sequence and the 
breakwater shore as sites of interventions. 
 

g. Design interventions in Salacak define the historic fountains as focal points. 
h. Sequence of existing historic fountains are intervened upon with water features 

and canopies. These are sites of cooling, hydrating, lingering and resting along a 
steep hill.  

i. The interventions disperse the compartmentalized rituals of the bath across the 
city. Perspectives depict impromptu encounters. 
 
Perspectives: 

j. Salacak breakwater pavilion 
A semi-transparent room embeds itself into the breakwaters, enveloping figures 
in a secondary skin of shade and evaporative cooling. 

k. Fatih fountain 
Moving up the hill we encounter Fatih fountain with a new curved water wall. 
The mist of the continuously flowing water creates a cooling resting spot. 

l. Silahtar Aga fountain 
The larger Silahtar aga fountain gets turned into an urban room with a curved 
canopy, shading a new reclining and sitting area with a shallow pool. 

m. Ayse Sultan fountain 
The plot adjacent to the Ayse Sultan fountain becomes a larger resting stop with 
a deeper pool and a new fountain. 
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n. Unfolded sections cut along the incline show the interventions in sequence: 
- underground waterways travel through channels and permeable layers on an 
expanded pedestrian streetscape 
- the main water body meets the edge of the neighborhood 
- draws people from the waterfront into a cooling corridor 
- with the water channel below surfacing into pools, disappearing into sinks 
- and dramatically resurfacing as a generous moment of urban relief 
 

o. Details: 
- the timber frame box with curved fabric creates soft partitions 
- concrete cast elements embedded into rocks serve as multiple elements: 
divider, seating, and pool (channeling water from the sea into the network) 
- permeable paving units under continuous benches catches surface runoff, 
filters it, and pumps it across the network 
- a faceted timber canopy with stretched fabric is supported by cables to create 
resting spots 
 
SITE 2: KİREÇBURNU 
 

p. The second site, Kireçburnu was an old fishermens village.  
q. As one of the largest bays in the Bosphorus it has been very a popular area of 

retreat for seaside leisure.  
r. Its generous and continuous pedestrian stretch along the water makes it a 

popular spot for swimming and sunbathing, people drive here from across the 
city. 

s. Kireçburnu’s condition as a bay allows direct access to water from the street-
level. However coastal road cuts the waterfront’s relationship with the 
surrounding neighborhood.  

t. I chose one of the deep empty plots (currently used as a parking lot) as the 
intervention site. Its central position has potential to draw people approaching 
from all directions. 
 

u. Kireçburnu becomes a site of recreation, swimming, and sunbathing.  
v. The design intervention stakes advantage of the deep plot to insert a new 

groundscape with pools and canopies at different scales hosting different forms 
of social proximity.  

w. A circular filter pool divides up the plot into quadrants. A new dock allows 
approach from water via boats, while the pedestrian approach from the road is 
flanked with new green space, and an adjacent parking lot. 

x. The new dock and path draws people in to a new beach with pavilions of shading 
and partitions, and pools in various sizes and depths. 

y. Parking lot is transformed into a generous public beach 
- pointing to a water-based entry into the neighborhood 
- reveals its identity with canopies and diversity of water surfaces 
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- with pools creating generous water plazas and shaded pavilions creating 
intimate pockets 
- and water channels organizing the flexible open space 
 

z. Details: 
- canopy of bent timber beams with branching steel pipes and taut waterproof 
fabric; channels down the rainwater through its empty circular center  
- fabric stretched across the diagonal rods create a brise-soleils, coupled with a 
movable curtain offering relief from direct sunlight and creating semi-privacy 
- the wooden platform serves as a dock for boats and sea taxis with the decked 
surface leading into the beach; the arched timber frame supported by cables and 
concrete footing marks the entry and holds flowing fabric to mark the new 
threshold 
- seawater is filtered across multiple channels and sediment wells to be cleaned 
& redistributed for on-site use with footbridges crossing it into the beach 
 
Renders: 

a. The interventions become a set of surfaces and desires: mist, fountain, waiting 
pool, shade, cooling, lingering, swimming… They attempt to take an interiorized 
typology and disperse it across the urban fabric…. 

b. to create spaces of comfort and engagement. They’re not about encasing but 
sheltering. They’re not about the thick poche but the dashed line.  

c. Partitions instead of walls, canopies instead of roofs... 
d. Groundscapes as permeable surfaces, depths of water as levels of engagement 
e. Aiming to create a sense of solidarity through proximity and the medium of 

water. 
 

VII. Conclusion 
This re-read of the Turkish bath started with the aim of diagnosing a contemporary 
problem:  Can we (and by we, I mean more specifically women and non-binary 
bodies) ever mentally and physically undress ourselves off our protective layers in 
the public sphere? So the project spatialized a conversation on subjecthood vs. 
objectification. While talking about comfort and degrees of unboundedness I had to 
start from the barriers: Representational, historic, and cultural barriers. The project 
augmented all of these sites and intervened upon them. And the radical premise of 
emancipatory comfort in transgressive public spaces resulted in these breathing 
rooms in the city: inscriptions of enclosures in public space that create a threshold of 
comfort (by layering off unwanted attention while creating ample space for 
copresence). A layer of comfort that could potentially allow these bodies to mentally 
and physically undress and freely take space in the public sphere. If social 
marginality is about (quoting Elizabeth Grozs) “insulated and bounded distance[s]” 
then designing comfort in social proximity is empowering. 


