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Ahmed works as a carpet seller in the Istanbul Grand 
Bazaar. He proudly explained to me that he had several 
years of experience as a carpet seller in the bazaar, having 
started off in the business as an apprentice at the age of 13. 
At the time of our meeting in 2017, he was 36 years old 
and a father of two young children. For him, one of the 
joys of working in the bazaar was that every day he met 
new people, from all around the world. Indeed, he had sold 
rugs to the famous among them: Hollywood stars, inter-
nationally acclaimed footballers and powerful politicians. 
Like many carpet sellers, he displayed their photos in his 
stall.

Although Ahmed has from time to time sold other wares 
(e.g. leather goods), his principal occupation is as a carpet 
salesman (halıcı), but not always at the same stall. Over 
the past three years, he has worked at eight different stalls 
in the bazaar. On one occasion, when I visited his shop, he 
had had a quiet day, for no customers had come into his 
premises. But just before he shut up shop, a potential buyer 
entered. The customer refused Ahmed’s customary wel-
coming gesture, a glass of tea, but accepted his invitation 
to look over the carpets displayed around the walls of the 
stall. I was introduced as Ahmed’s friend to the customer – 
a middle-aged Englishman of about 60, who was showing 
interest in a particular carpet. Bargaining preliminaries 
began with the usual exchange of information relating to 
the carpet’s provenance and a contesting and testing of 
knowledge. However, with little further ado, the customer 
broke off the encounter, leaving the shop, but apparently 
having enjoyed the brief exchange. Bargaining is a well-
known feature of trading encounters in the bazaar, and it 
is often the performance of this type of exchange which 
brings pleasure (especially for tourists), possibly as much 
as the actual purchase or sale. Indeed, carpet sellers must 
work within such a performative exchange, all the while 
attempting to turn it into a more serious and committed 
purchasing encounter.

Ahmed had missed his chance and reacted with mutter-
ings of sarcasm and offensive jokes at the would-be buy-
er’s expense. Ahmed confided that he had tried to capture 
the Englishman’s custom by playing along with the man’s 
display of knowledge, despite the fact that it was largely 
inaccurate. In other words, Ahmed was complicit in the 
construction of a lie (or a story) in order to realize a sale. 
He said as much in his own explanation of his behaviour 
to me.

I know it is wrong, and we should not lie. I fear God and I don’t 
like to lie. That carpet, for instance, is probably from Pakistan, 
but they are now doing it in similar patterns to look like it was 
made here [Ahmed had colluded with the customer that the 
carpet was Kurdish in origin]. They have cheaper wool there 
and they do business with other places, such as India, for weave 
and dyes … not very good quality of course. But if I said this, 
the customer loses interest. That is why I prefer to tell certain 
customers that the carpet is of Kurdish origin, for example. If 
I don’t say this to particular customers [especially Germans in 
Ahmed’s opinion] they drop all interest. Other carpet sellers do 
the same. Even if the carpet comes from China, they will say it 
is Kurdish, just to close a deal. I have no other choice than to 
play the game, for I must make a sale for the sake of my family. 
My son, I believe, might have some of his health difficulties as 
Allah’s punishment for the lies that I tell in this business. But I 
cannot do otherwise.

Ahmed recognizes that the business of carpet selling 
(especially in the context of his family crisis) presents a 
moral crisis. This is compounded by the widespread image 

– locally and globally – of the bazaar as a den of tricksters. 
A key feature of the bazaar is its reputation as a space in 
which deceit is to be expected, where knowledge, morality 
and value are constantly put to the test. This is potentially 
integral to tourists’ enjoyment of the place (and therefore 
to the trade), but, as Ahmed indicates, it is a game with 
serious consequences for the sellers.

All around the world, places of trade are typically 
conceived as places of deceit, if not outright danger: the 
plight of the carpet seller in Istanbul might be likened to 
that of the used car salesman in the West, for instance. 
But Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar is a particularly well-known 
centre of (perceived) deceit – the home of the trickster par 
excellence – and carpet sellers are the iconic bearers of 
this reputation. As a threshold of thresholds, the bazaar is 
a global crossroads, where a huge diversity of cultures and 
histories intersect, and carpets are objects that express this 
perhaps the most magnificently.

In what follows, I explore further aspects of what has 
been outlined above, extending our understanding of the 
bazaar beyond established approaches which emphasize 
the ‘bazaar economy’ (Fanselow 1990; Geertz 1978; 
McMillan 2003). I am concerned to show that the liminal 
intensity (Wagner 2018) of the Grand Bazaar is central to 
its economy and its larger economic role. I will further 
claim that the negativity that accompanies attitudes to the 
trade in carpets is a positivity, vital to the appeal of the 
bazaar and to understand key processes of value produc-
tion which extend beyond issues such as lying, falsity and 
truth. If Ahmed confronts a moral dilemma in the pursuit 
of his work, it is nevertheless crucial to his practice and 
critical to the life of the Grand Bazaar and its continuing 
importance as a cultural and economic phenomenon.

Weaving value
Selling carpets in the liminal space of Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar

Fig. 1. Nuruosmaniye Gate: 
located a few metres away 
from the Nuruosmaniye 
Mosque, the Nuruosmaniye 
Gate is one of 22 entry points 
to the Grand Bazaar. Marked 
on tourist maps as Gate 1, it 
is often the starting point for 
tourists wishing to explore the 
bazaar’s interior.
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The making of a liminal space: The bazaar as a 
crossroads
Historians writing about the Ottoman conquest of 
Constantinople in 1453, report that after the conflict, the 
city bore little resemblance to its glorious past. With its 
population largely destroyed or dispersed, the city hardly 
resembled a town, much less the capital of a thriving new 
empire (Inalcık 1969). Sultan Mehmed II saw trade as the 
key to restoring the city’s glory and as the jewel in the new 
imperium he was establishing. It was Mehmed’s inspira-
tion to make the caravanserai (a resting area, common 
along the Silk Road, where travellers spent the night) 
into a market, the Cevahir bedesten.1 Built in 1456, the 
Cevahir Bedesten provided space for the trade of jewellery 
and luxury goods, such as textiles, of which carpets were 
an important item. It was also the bank of Istanbul, func-
tioning as a storage place for precious goods upon payment 
of a fee (Küçükerman & Mortan 2007). The revenue from 
the trade in the bedesten was invested in structures that 
strengthened and regulated civic life in the city. The con-
version of the Greek Orthodox Ayasofia into a mosque was 
funded by revenue from the bedesten. The growth of the 
Cevahir Bedesten into a major hub for trade correspond-
ingly facilitated the accompanying development of com-
munication and transport networks centred upon making it 
an engine of the political economy of the Ottoman Empire. 
The ‘relative location’ (Green 2014) of the bazaar at an 
axial point between Europe and Asia added to its signifi-
cance for global trade and importantly, to its position as a 
liminal site of high intensity for the creation and conver-
sion of value.

Carpets as mediums of value
Carpets have long been important items of trade,2 
but carpets from Central Asia only entered Western 
Europe in the 13th century via the Venetian trade with 
Constantinople (Spooner 2011). The carpets woven by 
nomadic populations were vital to survival in the harsh 
environments of the peoples who made them and had 

meaning and value in the everyday worlds of their cul-
tural existence. However, when traded into Europe, they 
acquired new, largely ornamental value (as items of 
luxury) and were repurposed in their use value to be dis-
played on tables, beds and used as rich floor coverings. 
Effectively, Central Asia became vital as a zone of their 
production and Western Europe as a place of their con-
sumption and a source of carpet-mediated wealth. While 
many historical changes have complicated the circulation 
of carpets or rugs up to the present day, the production 
of carpets and much of their value is related to the fact 
that Europe is a major consumer – hence, Europeans are 
the most important targets for the carpet seller. Also, of 
course, this then underpins the high value of the carpet 
as a trading item, which is also integral to establishing 
a context for other items of trade. The Istanbul Grand 
Bazaar is a major centre for trade because of carpets and 
is a vital site for the attraction of tourists – especially 
Europeans – who are integral to the economy of Istanbul 
and the surrounding society.

Many factors affect the value of carpets, including the 
changing political and cultural constellations involved in 
their production and passage to the bazaar. Industrialization 
and contemporary globalization have complicated matters 
of authenticity and historical provenance which are crucial 
to the value of the carpets (a value that is connected to 
the historical meanings woven into them), somewhat akin 
to kula shells in the system of Trobriand trade classically 
discussed by Malinowski (2014). Machine technology 
and modern dyes have replaced the skills that are key to 
the worth of a carpet or rug. Carpets and rugs which are 
claimed as being Kurdish, as Ahmed said, are frequently 
made in Pakistan or India or China, using techniques that 
are not ‘traditional’. Old carpets valued as such, might in 
fact be very new.

Carpet sellers are frequently well aware of such com-
plicating factors (as are their customers often) but must 
play to Western values and build a story around the carpet 
or rug that fits with expectations or takes into account dif-
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Fig. 2. View of Mercan Gate 
(or Gate 16) during opening 
hours at the bazaar.
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1. Istanbul had three 
bedestens by that time, but 
the Cevahir Bedesten was 
the most important one. 
Küçükerman & Moron 
explain that ‘while the 
Grand Bazaar of today is an 
Ottoman work, there existed 
a large bazaar on the same 
site in the Byzantine Period’ 
(Küçükerman & Mortan 
2007: 130).

2. Archaeological evidence 
suggests that carpets were 
woven and traded by nomadic 
peoples in the Altai mountains 
of Siberia from at least the 

fifth century BC (see Bohmer 
& Thompson 1991; Rudenko 
1970; Spooner 1986).
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ferences in orientation as to what counts as authentic and 
what might subvert what counts as authentic.

A broader observation which may be made at this point 
is that the story that can be woven around a particular 
carpet for sale is often crucial in the determination of its 
value. The sale is in a large measure influenced by the 
degree to which customers can be captured into the weave 
of the story of a carpet (by the seller and buyer) in the ritual 
performance of a negotiated transaction. In J.L. Austin’s 
sense, a deal has the dimensions of a performative utter-
ance (Austin 2013) and thus, the value of the carpet lies in 
the dynamics of the construction of meaning, interpreta-
tion and the exchange of knowledge that accompanies the 
sale.

The bazaar as a ‘hermeneutic chamber’
In the example which opened this discussion, Ahmed 
explained his struggle to match his customer’s expecta-
tions regarding a particular item for sale. Through a nar-
rative which partially disclosed the ‘truth’ of the carpet, 
he had sought to narratively reweave the item being sold 
by adding threads of origin and history to it which he 
imagined would meet his customer’s expectations. This 
process of ‘reweaving’ the carpet through narrative and 
performance entails an assessment by the seller of a cus-
tomer’s potential background, which, in turn, could influ-
ence the direction a negotiation might take. Therefore, the 
encounter between a tourist and a carpet seller is also an 
encounter of assumptions, prejudices, fears and aspira-
tions, all projected and, importantly, processed through the 
exchanges between the tourist and the carpet seller. The 
fact that a sale takes place while ‘looking in the eye’, only 
enhances the complexity of the encounter: apparent con-
cerns or discomforts about the origin and price of an item, 
for instance, can easily become a proxy for other conflicts 
and tensions.

I asked why Ahmed valued German above English cus-
tomers (a factor in his negative reaction). He explained 
as follows:

It is because we need German customers. They appreciate crafts-
manship. They are, alongside [North] American customers, the 
ones who buy more carpets than any other nationality. Germans 
like to know the story behind what they are buying, they like 
the dyes to be natural and, many of them, especially if they 
are not very young, they may know a lot about it. They like 
Kurdish carpets, for instance, because they like activism and 
they like politics … so saying a carpet is Kurdish helps.

As we see from the example above, in the negotiation 
of different expectations, carpet sellers stand at a threshold 
where the customers’ aspirations and the merchants’ needs 
meet. In the face of this encounter, much of the work that 
enables the achievement of consensus between the parties 
depends on painstaking meaning-making which seeks to 
overcome the knowledge discrepancies that may threaten 
a potential deal.

Reflecting on the act of making sense of the world when 
meaning and intelligibility are not immediately available, 
Marion Grau (2014) sets out to revisit the etymological 
relationship between the Greek god Hermes and the prac-
tice of interpretation. Writing about Hermes, the trickster 
who inhabits roads where travellers and merchants (among 
others) meet and who is ‘etymologically linked to the 
sacred practice of interpretation’, she explains:

As a denizen of the crossroads, the figure of Hermes is asso-
ciated with travel, trade, writing, communication, translation, 
and other processes of encounter and the negotiation of dif-
ferences. Among the Greeks, the messenger of the gods is 
etymologically linked to the sacred practice of interpretation. 
Hermeneutics manifests with ambivalence, with dramatic 
potential for mistranslation, shifts of meaning, and outright 
deception. Hermeneia, the practices and skills associated with 
interpretation, powerfully ground, bind, and shift relationships, 
meaning, and ways of human interaction with the forces of the 
universe. Hermeneutics as an interpretive, translational act is 
a deeply transcultural practice, at the core of communication 
across difference.

(Grau 2014: 79)

The performance that surrounds the sale of carpets high-
lights both the action of carpet selling and the nature of 

Fig. 3. A carpet seller serves 
tea and coffee to potential 
customers, a common 
feature of the carpet trading 
experience in the bazaar.
Fig. 4. Carpet seller 
displaying his wares to 
interested buyers.
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Fig. 5. View of Mercan Gate 
in the early morning, before 
the bazaar opens at 9 am.
Fig. 6. Inside the Bazaar 
after closing time.
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the activities in the Grand Bazaar itself as an intense place 
for the contestation, conversion and production of value. 
In this sense, as a ‘betwixt and between’ space (Kapferer 
1983; Turner 1969; van Gennep 2013), I suggest that the 
bazaar might be described as a ‘hermeneutic chamber’, a 
locus of intersecting historical trajectories, cultural differ-
ences and crossover. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, 
is also the god of the market place. He is a trickster whose 
very ambiguities and tricks are born of the contradictions, 
dangers and risks encountered at the margins of difference 
and in the shifts, transmission and translations of value. 
Hermes embodies the spirit of the market and the perfor-
mance – the labour or work in fact – of the carpet sellers, 
who themselves express the dynamic of the bazaar as a 
whole.

While the livelihood of carpet sellers depends on the 
sale of their rugs, the rugs themselves derive much of their 
appeal from features which locate them within a way of 
life which is long gone and unlikely to be reproduced in 
contemporary times. In the negotiation of these different 
expectations, carpet sellers stand at the edge, or at the 
limen, where conflicting expectations intersect. Much 
of the work that enables the achievement of consensus 
between the parties involved in the transaction depends on 
painstaking meaning-making which seeks a resolution of 
such conflicts in expectation and differences in knowledge 
or expertise.

While from an outsider’s point of view, the exchanges 
between foreign customers and these highly skilled sellers 
take on a playful façade – recognized through the banter 
and bargaining associated with these interactions – a closer 
look reveals the seller’s labour of (re)interpretation and 
(re)signification that simultaneously prevents/protects the 
tourist from confronting the dissonances and fragmenta-
tions ‘woven’ into a carpet and contributes to the bazaar’s 
continuing importance as a place of trade and a major 
tourist attraction.

When discussing the view of carpet sellers as ‘liars’, 
Ali, a collaborator with over 30 years’ experience in the 
business, casts light on the complex position they inhabit, 
raising yet another aspect of the hermeneutical duty per-
formed by the seller. While he does not dispute that some 
carpet sellers may not tell ‘the truth’ about a carpet, he 
raises the problem of the encounter between handmade 
and machine made through a very illustrative comment:

See … the problem is that people come to the bazaar and they 
bargain, and this is done looking in the eyes. So they [cus-
tomers] think we are lying. Now, when they go to Starbucks, 
because they don’t have to bargain there, they think everything 
they say, all that is written in the package about their coffee, 
that those things are real. But here, because you have a person 
in front of you, you feel you cannot trust.

Ali’s reflections above stand as witness to the burden 
carried by these sellers who, in contrast to a salesperson in 
a large retail chain, are perceived by their customers to be 
the personification of the virtues and flaws of the objects 
they sell. In this regard, a customer’s appraisal of a carpet’s 
‘authenticity’ is mediated by their appraisal of the seller’s 
‘honesty’ – and vice-versa.

Final remarks
Carpet sellers are in a similar situation to Hermes. They 
occupy a ‘betwixt and between’ (Turner 1969) space, 
mediating a diversity of contradictory and often con-
flicting expectations with the aim of resolving them into 
a sale. Such a mediating role opens the carpet sellers up 
to the charge of being deceitful at best and liars at worst. 
The stories they weave in participation with their potential 
clients become an important part of the value of a carpet. 
In other words, value is not so much ‘what the market may 
bear’, but also the story that is woven around the carpet 

during the sale. It is the storytelling of the carpet seller, 
the skill of the merchant (in discourse with the client), 
that determines effective value. To conceive the practice 
as lying or falsity, or even trickery, is to a large extent to 
misunderstand the nature of the practice and perhaps in the 
wider scheme of things, the cultural embeddedness of the 
processes of achieving economic value. Grounded on face-
to-face interactions, in a world where business is increas-
ingly mediated by screens, numbers and algorithms, the 
bazaar carpet seller is left with only his will and skill to 
manage, through narrative and performance, the widening 
gap between the customer’s expectations of ‘authenticity’ 
and the increasingly limited possibilities of delivering it. 
That is, as with so many marketing or trading transactions, 
sale and value are achieved through the stories that are told 
(e.g. advertising), and this receives particular intensity in 
the art of carpet selling in the Grand Bazaar. l
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