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Senem Cagla Bilgin

CITY OF LOVE, CITY OF DEATH
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Senem Gagla Bilgin : Siyah Beyaz Sanat Galerisi'nde bir sergi agma fikri nasil
ortaya ¢ikt1? Bu sergi fikrinden 6nce galeriyi ve etkinliklerini takip ediyor muy-
dunuz? Bir Istanbullu olarak Ankara’da sergi agmak nasil bir his?

C. M. Késemen : Ankara dogumluyum. Aile ve arkadas ¢cevrem sayesinde, Istanbul
ve diger sehirlerde yasarken bile Siyah Beyaz ailesinin tiyeleri ile ¢ok yakim idim.
Bu yiizden galeri ile iliskim “cocukluktan beri” siiriiyor denebilir. Son {i¢ yildir daha
profesyonel olarak resim yapmaya basladim, ilk kisisel sergilerimi Empire Project
Gallery ile Istanbul’da a¢tim. Bu sergiler ve Contemporary Istanbul fuarlari sirasin-
da Sera Sade ile Ankara’da bir sergi agmak hakkinda konusmaya baglamigtik. Anka
ra benim i¢in ¢ok 6nemli bir sehir, bes yasimdan beri Istanbul’da yagasam da sene-
ler boyunca beni derinden etkileyen asklar, dostluklar, 6liim ve ayriliklar hep bura-
da gergeklesti. Cocuklugumun en giizel giinleri burada gecti, ailemi derinden sarsan
felaket gibi olaylar da yine burada vuku buldu. Bu anilar yiiziinden Ankara’da, hem
de Siyah Beyaz’da bir sergi agmak benim ¢ok dnemli ve kisisel bir durum. Kiigiik-
ken I¢ Sokak’ta, yesil camdan yapilmis gdlgelikleri olan bir evde otururduk. Giines
batarken turuncu 151k, yesil golgeliklerin i¢inden gecerek evimizin salonuna dolar,
ben de bu renklere ve gokyiiziine bakarak hayaller kurar, 1511 ve bulutlarin igcinde
suratlar ve garip yaratiklar gormeye ¢alisirdim. Bu sergideki resimlerimde de bu
renk tonlarint ve Ankara’daki hatiralarimdan bazi referanslart kullanarak, hayatim
da ¢ok dnemli bir yeri olan bu sehre bir saygi durusunda bulunmak istedim. Hala
icten i¢e Ankara’da yagsamak isterim, ama bu gercek bir arzu mudur, yoksa klasik
“biiylik sehirden kagma” fantazisi midir ¢ozemedim.

S.G.B.: Oncelikle, sanatg1 bir aileden geliyorsunuz. Babanizin fotograf sanatgist
olmasimm yani sira sizin de medya, dokiimanter video, illustrasyon gibi farkli
disiplinlerde ¢alismalariniz var. Sanatin neredeyse her alaniyla etkilesimli olmanin
negatif veya pozitif yanlart var mi? Sizce bir sanatg1 her alanda is tiretebilir mi?

C.M.K.: Babam sanat¢1 olsa da, ailemde gordiigiim sanat¢ilik anlayisi klasik
“bohem sanatg¢1” diisiincesinden biraz farkli idi. Benim gdziimde resim “sanat
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Sizi izliyoruz The Watchers, 2014
Akrilik, mirekkep ve suluboya Acrylics, ink and watercolour
49,5 x 36,5 cm

i¢cin” ya da sorumluluklardan kagmak i¢in yapilan bir sey degil, insanin hayati-
nin arka planinda ¢alan miizik gibi - izgiin olsaniz da, baska bir isle ugrassaniz
da, siirekli geziyor olsaniz da, mutluyken de, azap ¢ekerken de i¢inizden ¢ikar-
maniz gereken, zorunlu bir sey. Bir sey liretemedigim zamanlar sinirli ve yorgun
hissederim. Resim yaptigim zamanlar ise kendi diigiincelerim ve gegmiste
yasadigim seyler ile yilizlesme firsatt bulurum, bunun meditasyon gibi, rahatlati-
c1 ve gelistirici bir etkisi olur. Sanatin her alani ile iligki i¢inde olmay1 ¢ok
isterdim, ama bir siirii konuda 6grenecegim daha ¢ok sey var! Sanatcilar her
sanat dali i¢in fikri sahibi olabilir, bir siirli farkli malzeme ile denemeler yapa-
bilir, ama yine de en 6nemli, en hayati eserlerini daha sinirli bir alanda tretir
diye diigiiniiyorum. Bunu gérmek i¢in biraz daha beklemek lazim. Daha kariyeri
nin basinda bir sanat¢1 olarak benim “odak noktam” resim ve serigrafi olarak
sekillenebilir.

S.C.B. : Eserlerinizin estetik kaygilar1 barindirmasiin disinda, ¢izimlerinizde
yararlandiginiz zooloji, paleontoloji, tarih ve mistisizm ile bilimsel bir yoniiniin
de oldugunu sdyleyebiliriz. Sanatin ve bilimin birbirinden beslendigi noktalar
hangileri? Bunun iyi bir denklem oldugunu diistiniiyor musunuz?

C.M.K.: Ben merakli bir adamim - gevremdeki diger sanatcilardan belirgin bir
farkim varsa o da bilim ve sanati ayristirmamamdir diye diistiniiyorum. Tiirkiye nin
sanatsal ¢evrelerinde asirtya kagmig bir kavramsallik meraki ve tistii ortiilii bilim
diismanlig: var. Esasen bu durum biitiin diinyada boyle, Fransiz fizik¢i Alan
Sokal’in bu konuda yazdig1 Fashionable Nonsense: Postmodern Intellectuals'
Abuse of Science isimli ¢cok giizel bir kitap var. Bence bu sanat-bilim ayrimi
gereksiz ve sanati sikicilastiran bir engel. Esasen sanatin iyisi de, bilim de,
mistik arayislar da ayni sorulara cevap artyor. “Bizi insan yapan seyler nedir?”
“Diinyada neler oluyor?” “Gordiigiimiiz seylerin arkasinda baska seyler olabilir
mi?” Bu yiizden ben de ilgi duydugum zooloji, evrimsel biyoloji, simya, biiyii,
mistisizm gibi alanlarin gorsel unsurlarini kendi hislerim ile birlestirerek resim
yapmaya ¢alistyorum.



S.C.B. : Sergide yer alan eserlerinizden birinin dykiisiinii; teknik, malzeme, siire¢
detaylariyla anlatabilir misiniz?

C.M.K. : Tabii ki. “Speaker to the Dead,” (Oliilerle Konusan,) isimli eseri size
anlatabilirim. Karanlik, bdcege benzeyen bir yaratigi, mezar tasi seklindeki bir
varlikla konusurken gériiyoruz. ikisinin de gozleri ayni. Bu resmin arkasmdaki
fikirler, iki farkli evrede aklima geldi. Hi¢ unutmam - Ankara’da goriistiigim,
deger verdigim biri bana “yalnizken 6lii insanlarin yiizlerini gérdiigi- nii”
sOylemisti. Cok duygusal ve ilging bir and1 - aklimdan hi¢ ¢ikmaz. Gegen sene,
cok yakin bir aile dostumuzun cenazesi sirasinda bu dedikleri yeniden akli- ma
geldi. i1k basta korkung gelen bir fantazi, ama bir kere daha diisiiniince “keske
gercek olsa” dedirtiyor. Insan sevdigi birinden ayrilinca, (bunun her zaman &liim
ile olmasi gerekmiyor,) bazen aklinda o insanin sanal bir kopyasin1 yaratiyor,
onunla konusuyor, yasadiklarini paylagmak istiyor. Syleyemedigimiz bir siirii sey
bizimle, “diinyanin bu tarafinda” kaliyor. Kaybettigimiz insanlara bunlar1 sdyle-
mek imkansiz - “keske bu isi yapabilen bir varlik olsaydi” diye hayal kurdum ve
bu resmi ortaya ¢ikardim. Ayrica eserin ismi, “Speaker to the Dead,” de, Orson
Scott Card’mn ¢ok giizel bir bilimkurgu romanimin ismi.

S.C.B. : Resimlerinizin yani sira yazarlhigini, editorliiglinii bazen de tasarimini
yaptiginiz "All Your Yesterdays: Extraordinary Visions of Extinct Life by a New
Generation of Palaeoartists", “Osman Hasan and the Tombstone Photographs of
the Donmes,” gibi kitap projelerinizden bize biraz bahsedebilir misiniz?

C.M.K.: Su an hayatimda iki 6nemli “{iretim alan1” var; biri resim, 6biirli de ilgimi
ceken farkli konularda kitaplar yazmak. Ug-dért aylik donemlerle bir resime, bir
de kitaplara konsantre oluyorum. Ilk “ciddi” kitabim olan “All Yesterdays™1
2012’nin sonunda, palacontolojist (ge¢miste yasayan canlilar1 inceleyen bilimci,)
arkadaglarim John Conway ve Darren Naish ile yazdim, kendi kurdugum “Irregu-
lar Books” yayinevinden yayinlattim. Dinozorlar ve diger soyu tiikenmis canlilara
film canavarlar1 gibi degil de normal hayvanlar gibi bakmay1 amaglayan, onlari
giintimiizdeki kus ve memeliler gibi tiiylerle kapl bir sekilde gdsteren resimli bir
kitapti. Bu kitabin metnini yazdim ve i¢indeki resimlerin yarisini yaptim. En yeni
bilimsel bulgulara dayanarak hazirladigimiz i¢in ¢ok begenildi “son 40 yilin en
onemli paleontoloji kitab1” seklinde vgiiler aldi. 2014 yazinda piyasaya ¢ikan
diger kitabim “Osman Hasan and the Tombstone Photographs of the Donmes” ise
tamamen kendim hazirladigim, 2011 yilinin son aylarindan beri tizerinde ¢alisti-
&im bir gorsel tarih projesiydi. Kisaca dzetlemek gerekirse halk arasinda “Sabeta-
ycilar” olarak bilinen etnik grubun mezar taslarindaki sembolleri ve eski portreleri
belgeleyen bir arastirma niteligindeki bu kitap Istanbul’daki Libra Yayinlari’ndan
yayilandi, akademik alanda biiyiik ilgi gordii, Harvard, Stanford gibi diinya
universitelerinin kiitiiphanelerine alindi, sayesinde Subat ayinda Avustralya Yahudi
Arastirmalart Dernegi (AAJS) kongresinde bir sunum yapmak i¢in Sydney’e davet
edildim. Kitap ¢aligmalarimin, kendi alanlarinda diinyada 6rnek teskil eden
aragtirmalar olmasi, daha 6nce goriilmemis seyler ortaya ¢ikarmis olmalar1 beni
cok sevindiriyor. Bu noktada bir parantez acarak, bir sanatc1 ya da yazar olarak
biitiin {iretimi Ingilizce yapmanin énemini vurgulamam lazim. Ingilizce diinyanin
hakim dili - eger bu kitaplar1 Tiirk¢e yazsam, yakaladiklari basarinin binde birini
bile elde edemezdim. ik bakista kitaplarimin konular1 resimlerim ile alakasiz gibi
dursa da, demin bahsettigim “Gordiiglimiiz seylerin arkasinda baska seyler olabilir
mi?” sorusuna cevap aramalart ile ortak bir temele dayantyorlar.

S.C.B.:28.03.2015 - 20.04.2015 tarihleri arasinda Siyah Beyaz Sanat
Galerisi'nde gergeklesecek “City of Love, City of Death” isimli serginiz,
serginizin i¢erigi ve yaratim siireciniz hakkinda bilgi verebilir misiniz?

C.M.K. : Yukarida da bahsettigim gibi, serginin ¢ikis noktas1 ¢ocukken I¢
Sokak’taki evimizde oynadigim “canavar gérme” oyunu ile ilgili. Bu ¢ocukluk
oyununu bu defa kivrimli arka planlar, insan-hayvan karmasi formlar ve
bilingaltindan ¢ikan goriintiiler ile birlestirerek Ankara’da yasadigim, bu
sehirden yolu ge¢mis olan herkesin paylasabilecegi iyi-kotii duygular tizerinde
kafa yoruyorum. Bir yandan da, eserlerinde kendi i¢ diinyas1 ve anilarindan
beslenen bir ¢ok sanatcinin aklina takilan bir soruya yanit arryorum - yasadigim
seyleri, biitlin insanlarin kendilerinden birer par¢a bulabilecegi evrensel konular
ile nasil bagdastirabilirim?

S.C.B.: Gelecek donemde gergeklestirmeyi hedeflediginiz plan ve projeleriniz
var m1?

C.M.K.: Macera durmadan devam ediyor - ama yeni projelerim tamamlanana
kadar agiklamaktan ¢ekiniyorum. Yurtdisinda sergiler agmak su anda en ¢ok
istedigim sey.
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CITY OF LOVE, CITY OF DEATH

Senem Gagla Bilgin : How did the idea occur to have an exhibit at the Siyah
Beyaz gallery? Were you a follower of Siyah Beyaz and its events before your
exhibit? As as an artist living in Istanbul, how does it feel to have a solo exhibit
in Ankara?

C.M.Késemen : ] was born in Ankara, and I kept coming back to the city for a
while afterwards. My family and friends have been close members of the social
circle around Siyah Beyaz, so I was well aware of its activities and prestige. I have
become more of a professional painter over the past three years, and opened my
first solo exhibit at the Empire Project gallery in Istanbul. I also got to exhibit my
work regularly at the Contemporary Istanbul fair every year. During these exhib-
its, I talked with Sera Sade about having a show in Ankara. Ankara has always
had a special place in my heart. My family and I moved to Istanbul when I was
five years old, but nevertheless, all the formative events in my life; friendships,
love, death and separation, took place in Ankara. I had my most carefree days as
a child here, as well as the saddest - during the 1999 Earthquake and the follow-
ing years, when my family suffered many losses and hardships. More recently, [
remember the city for personal reasons, with deep feelings of love, fear and
regret. These memories have wormed their way into my subconscious, and from

there, to my art. Therefore it is very important for me to have this show in this city.
In a way, I am bringing its fruits back to the garden. When I was little, my family
lived in I¢ Sokak, not too far from Siyah Beyaz. Our house windows had translu-
cent green glass panels to soften the sunset glare in the summer months. As a kid,
I played a funny game with these windows. I remember staring at the sun through
them, and daydreaming about monsters, creatures and other outlandish forms in
the reflections I saw in the sky, dancing in the green/orange afterglow of the
Anatolian sunset. With this exhibit, I want to play the “monster game” again, this
time using my symbolic language of hybrid forms and mystical symbolism to hint
at the feelings of love, loss, distance, fear and regret that not only me, but many
other people have come to associate with this city. To this day I have fantasies of
moving to Ankara, and living here. I cannot decide if this is a genuine feeling, or a
day-dream of urban escapism.

S.C.B.: You come from a family of artists - your father Sitki Kosemen is a
well-known photographer. Besides this, you have also worked in different areas
such as documentary film, digital illustration and advertising. You seem to be in
touch with all aspects of art. Does this have negative or positive consequences?
Can an artist produce works in every medium??
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C.M.K.: Despite the artistic tradition in my family, I grew up with an under-
standing of arts that was markedly different from that of the stereotypical “bohe-
mian artist.” We did not see art as a gateway to hedonism, or an isolated
wonder-land where one could retreat to escape life’s responsibilities. In my view,
art can be likened to a soundtrack track that underscores one's life. You have to
take in your feelings, memories and experiences, and produce things regardless
of your mood or occupation at the time. I feel the need to paint, whether I am
happy, busy, sad, depressed, whether I am working on something else, travelling,
moving houses, etc... I feel tired and irritable on the days I cannot paint. When 1
do, on the other hand, it feels like meditation. I get the time to reflect on my past,
1 can feel my thoughts and character evolving, fitting into place... I wish I could
really be in touch with all forms of artistic expression, but I still have so much to
learn! There are some areas, such as music and dance, for example, where I'll
never be proficient. I think that an artist can have opinions on many fields, try to
work in a few, but can only get to master one. As a young artist, I think my finest
areas will be in painting and printmaking.

S.C.B. : It can be said that your works also have a scientific statement, with the
profusion of zoological, historical and mystical references that they contain. At
which point do art and science feed off from one another?

C.M.K.: [ am a curious guy - if I can be said to have one difference from other
Turkish artists, I think it is that I don t draw a line between art and science. |
have noticed an obsession with fashionable conceptualism and an unstated
anti-science sentiment in Turkish artists and intellectuals. I think it stems from
not having many interesting things to say. Some are just in it for the show. The
situation is not too difference in the rest of the world - French Physicist Alain
Sokal has authored a brilliant book, Fashionable Nonsense: Postmodern Intel-
lectuals' Abuse of Science, about this phenomenon. At the end of the day, good
art, mysticism and sound science all seek answer to the same questions. “What
makes us human?” “What is really going on in the world,” “Can there be other
realities beneath what we are seeing?”” These are the same questions I am trying
to address with my artwork.

S.C.B. : Can you walk us through one of your works in this exhibit? How did you
make it, what was the story behind it?

C.M.K.: Of course. Let me tell you about this red-hued acrylic painting, “The
Speaker to the Dead.” In it, we see a dark, insectile being in conversation with a
tombstone-shaped entity. Both have the same eyes.The ideas behind this picture
developed in two steps. First, someone [ used to see in Ankara once told me that
she “Saw the faces of dead people when she was alone.” It was a strange and
tender moment - I can never forget it. Her words came back to me last year, during
the funeral of a very close family friend. Seeing dead people seems like a scary
fantasy, but there are times when one wishes it was real. Losing a loved one, (not
always through death!) is a traumatic and irreversible process. One is left with so
many things - regrets, unsaid, unshared. To cope, we sometimes develop virtual

Zu Zu,2014
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facsimiles of the departed, we secretly talk with them, and share our lives in the
privacy of our minds. I wished there could be an entity that could do this in real
life - a translator-being that acted as an intermediary between the two worlds.
This was the result. Oh, and ““Speaker to the Dead” is also the title of a great
sci-fi book by Orson Scott Card.

S.C.B. : Besides your artwork, you have also been the author, illustrator and
editor of various books such as "All Yesterdays,” and “Osman Hasan and the
Tombstone Photographs of the Donmes.”” Can you tell us a little more about
them?

C.M.K. : Currently I have two main areas of activity. One, obviously, is painting.
The other is focused on such books. Every three or four months, I switch gears
from one mode to the other, ensuing a steady stream of output. My first “serious”
book was “All Yesterdays, which I wrote, and co-illustrated with palaeontologist
friends Darren Naish and John Conway. All Yesterdays was an illustrated book
about the need to look at dinosaurs (and other prehistoric creatures,) as real-life
animals instead of movie monsters. We published it under Irregular Books, our
own publishing house based in London. All Yesterdays was very well-received and
got great reviews in a number of news sources around the world. Later on we
produced two more volumes with Irregular Books. My most recent book, Osman
Hasan and the Tombstone Photographs of the Donmes, was a project of visual
history, based on the nearly-century-old faded photographs and mystical symbol-
ism on the tombstones of the Donmes, a crypto-Jewish group of the late Ottoman
Empire, whose religion fused teachings of Sufi Islam and Kabbalistic Judaism.
This book, published by Libra books of Istanbul, attracted great attention and was
purchased by the libraries of Harvard University, Stanford University and a
number of other institutions. Thanks to it, I travelled to Sydney this February to
talk at a conference organised by the AAJS - the Australian Association of Jewish
Studies. I try to make all of my books unique and interesting, and I work hard to
make my research to reveal unique facts that have never been noted before.

S.C.B. : Can you tell us more about the content and the creative process behind
your upcoming show, City of Love, City of Death, to be exhibited at the Siyah
Beyaz gallery between 28.03.2015 and 20.04.2015?

C.M.K.: 4s I told before, this exhibit is based on the “monster-seeing-game” |
played in our old home at I¢ Sokak. For this exhibit, I tried to play this game with
my visual vocabulary of sinous backgrounds, human-animal hybrid forms and
glimpses from my subconscious imagination to hint at feelings and memories
about this city. I'm certain that among them, visitors will be able to find feelings
that relate to their own lives too.

S.C.B. : Do you have any projects and plans for the future?

C.M.K. : The adventure goes on, but I dont want to jinx them. My biggest priority
now is to have an art exhibit overseas.
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