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I dance. I dance on the floor, up on my feet. The song is on loop. The end 
of the song each time, I take a deep breath. It’s almost like the end of some 
sort of a journey and I wait. I wait for the song to restart, to restart me. In 
between, I am just exhausted. Identity is exhaustion. Identity is exhausting. I 
am exhausted by engaging with what identity presents for me in the studio 
today... 

(I spoke to a voice recorder right after the lab work when everybody left and I 
was alone in the studio.)

Starting from the second month of the lab, we occasionally brought in wire-
less headphones in the space to experiment. It was one of methods we used to 
re-encounter a song in an unpredictable way. The practitioner put the head-
phones on and the director chose which songs for how long and in what 
volume to play. On this particular day in the tenth week, as I reflected above, 
something extraordinary happened. The headphones allowed me to create a 
space within the space where I could receive and respond to ‘Şişeler’ sponta-
neously and nonjudgmentally in a way I had never done before. I belly danced 
to the song up to my complete exhaustion which transformed the way I felt 
both about the song and my engagement with it. Up until that point, I worked 
with it in numerous ways but mostly avoiding singing it (in the original upbeat 
version) and dancing to it. In order to escape from engaging with ‘Şişeler’ in a 
representational manner, I always dismantled it and worked with it in pieces 
such as words, rhythms or somatic impulses. With the headphones, I closed 
my eyes and could just follow the song as a whole with the instruments, sing-
ers, and the whole environment it was associated with. The representational 
turned into something urgent and flowing. It was absolutely not the same 
kind of connection I had with the song when I heard it in my house with my 
Turkish friends around. The song still energized us, made us sing along, and 

Figure 3: The Judaica Lab Week 10, the practitioner: N. Eda Erçin, the videographer: Agnieszka Mendel. 2017. 
Video screenshot. University of Huddersfield. © The Judaica Project Archive. 
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dance, but not in the same vibrant and empowering way as I experienced in 
the studio. At that moment, I had this idea that I was the only one who was 
hearing and feeling what I was hearing and feeling, and this ineffable personal 
connection to the song got me up on my feet again and became a vital force to move: 
from. What is even more intriguing was the fact I was literally the only one to 
‘hear’ it this time with the headphones on. 

The identity of the practitioner in the laboratory is contested, inventive 
and inconsistent. The practitioner (consciously or unconsciously) is always 
already in a process of reassessing what she represents in her action. What 
I am specifically interested in here are the moments when the representa-
tional dissolves into something coming from ‘inside’, something uncontrol-
lably responsive, as in responding and feeling responsible for. It is neither 
arbitrary nor ordinary. I usually experience it as frantic and mostly reactionary. 
It is reified within the act of doing something together in a particular group in 
a designated place. Even within the walls of the sterile enclosed studio space, 
the identity is constantly recalled as a force to move through/around/by and 
from. It is contested because the practitioner constantly negotiates with grand 
cultural categories of being, becoming and from-ness in her action. It is inven-
tive because the practitioner creates and blends bodily techniques and meth-
ods to circumnavigate the stereotypes and go beyond the representational. It 
is also inconsistent because it carries traces of intersecting and disparate geog-
raphies one identifies with: geographies of birth, growth, travel, trauma and 
exile. The identity in the laboratory is never one fixed category but a relational 
unfolding practice. 

Perhaps instead of talking about identities, inherited or acquired, it 
would be more in keeping with the realities of the globalising world to 
speak of identification, a never-ending, always incomplete, unfinished 
and open-ended activity in which we all, by necessity or by choice, are 
engaged. There is little chance that the tensions, confrontations and 
conflicts that activity generates would subside.

(Bauman 2001: 129). 

Encounter 5: Back home

I have just arrived in Istanbul from Manchester for a short visit, taking a few 
days off from Judaica for one of my best friends’ wedding. The neighbourhood 
I grew up in has changed drastically in the last ten years. The small square in 
between houses, which resembles the Greek agora and once was surrounded by 
only traditional coffee houses for men, now hosts numerous independent cafés, 
bars, meyhane with live music for everyone. It’s about 2 in the morning and it 
sounds like people, women and men, have just started to have fun. Despite the 
loud high beat mixture of Turkish classical, folk and arabesk, I am falling asleep. 
As my eyelids roll over, it interrupts. A song which wakes me up. The moment I 
hear it, I get out of the bed, go out to the balcony in my pyjamas to hear it clearly. 
It is ‘Şişeler’, the song I have been singing and exploring day and night for the 
last three weeks in the laboratory. If it was a month ago, I would not pay atten-
tion to it. It would be just another song in the night. But now, I have questions 
about it. What is it that I am missing in it? What is in it that no one hears but 
perhaps I can? Where did ‘Şişeler’ come to the laboratory? Is ‘Şişeler a Jewish song 
in one sense? As I am taking these notes in my ethnographer mind, I find myself 
gently sliding my head side to side to accompany its rhythm. 2 am, in the balcony, 
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surrounded by my great aunt’s pots of flame-red geranium. I go inside, leave the 
door half-open, to keep listening to it as I fall asleep. 

(Erçin, personal journal, 17 May 2017, Maltepe, I
.
stanbul)
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