Day 2 

Decided to see Istanbul.  Last time we were in Turkey, digital cameras were not in fashion.  So, armed with our trusty digital camera, we set out for the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum.  

Cab drivers here come in all “flavors”.  We’ve had good ones, stupid ones, ones who couldn’t find their way, and one notably dishonest one.  The one we got (luck of the draw at the hotel) had no idea where the museum was and let us off at one of the entrances to Topkapi.  We walked across the street and a couple of blocks up and found the museum ourselves, only to be told it was closed and there was a new exhibit being installed.  The new exhibit is part of the reason we’re in Istanbul. 

We’re here for the International Conference of Oriental Carpets which occurs on a multi-national scale every four years.  Four years ago the conference was in Washington, D.C. and this year Istanbul offered to host it.  The conference, which lasts 3-4 days, consists of sessions with guests and experts who lecture on all facet of rug collecting, preserving and anything else related.  There are sight-seeing tours for the conference attendees or the spouses and significant others who attend.  And, there are all sorts of receptions at fabulous museums and palaces that bring out textiles the public may never see.  Turkey has a rich tradition of carpet-weaving and we have and will continue to see amazing textiles – carpets, and other practical bags and items that were woven and used for many different purposes. 

Istanbul is a fascinating city with most of it in Europe and parts of the city across the Bosphorus River in Asia.  There is a bridge, like the American Legion Bridge (but considerably longer) which will take you from one continent to the other. What a concept!

But Turkey is rich in history, as it was home to the Sultans that ruled the Ottoman Empire until early in the 20th century when Turkey became a democracy.  But there are still lots of art and archeology from the centuries of Ottoman rule.  Today we visited Aya Sophia, built by the emperor Justinian in 548 a.d. It is currently being restored.  We also visited the Blue Mosque, an old, 600 years or so, large Mosque which retains its functions today.  All visitors remove their shoes, enter through a different door than worshippers, and the Mosque is closed to visitors during prayer times. It is a beautiful structure and worth the visit. 

From these two sites we hit a small street with several vendors.  Rugs, of course, are very popular.  The garrulous rug dealers all ask unabashedly “How can we help you spend your money?”  And, indeed you can spend it, quickly and easily. Carpets can be very costly and  there are many kinds, from new – sporting new designs to those using older patterns – to antique, that have been carefully restored.  Carpets come in all sizes, from small to ballroom sized and reflect a wide variety of patterns and colors.  We saw a few, and chatted with a dealer of antique carpets who was very knowledgeable.  The carpets we saw, but didn’t buy, were magnificent and cost between $2,000 and $8,000 – American.

Other stores line this street as well.  Ceramics are very popular, as is silver, amber and, of course, gold.

But the place to see gold is where we went next.  The Grand Bazaar is a huge covered  market with lots of arms and branches – sort of like an octopus -  where stores of like products are grouped together and where it’s very easy to get lost. There may be 20 stores selling gold jewelry – all 18 carat and in designs from very modern to unbelievably outlandish.  Gold is sold by the carat weight and can be quite pricey.  A nice three-piece set I priced – six tri-color strands consisting of a necklace, bracelet, and earrings – was about $2,200. Even if that were Turkish Lira (which is worth about $0.75 USD) it would still be pricey.  There are other stores sporting silver.  Amber is popular and there’s a lot of that.  There are also some very nice original designs in silver.  Leather stores abound.  Ceramics, especially Iznik-style tiles and larger ceramics are also easy to find.  I was like a kid in candy store who really couldn’t eat anything. Ah, well, it’s quite a sight to see.

After the Grand Bazaar, we walked to the Egyptian Spice Market – my favorite place.  It is both colorful and delicious.  There are spices of every variety and in every price range as well as the very sweet Turkish Delight, a sticky gooey, taffy-like candy in several flavors.  I’ve never developed a taste for this candy, but there must be a market; every stall has lots of it.

Tonight there were two receptions associated with the carpet conference.  One was held at the Rezzan Has Museum where some very old carpets were displayed along with fashions designed from old garments re-fashioned into more modern-styled dresses and jackets.  The next stop featured the Josephine Powell collection.  Pictures of all the collections will give you an idea of what we saw. 

Tomorrow we go to Topkapi.

