ART AND EDUCATION
ISSN 2788-7731
MAY. 2021 VOL. 1, NO. 1

Turkish Concept Art: Visually Well-Conceived and Powerful

'Installation’

Bright Oluka
Mugla Sitki Kocman University, Bodrum Fine Arts Faculty, Bodrum, Mugla, Turkey

ABSTRACT

Conceptual Art arose in 1960s and has been an effective art approach until the end of 1980s.
Within this subject, leading artists of this movement and their works have been mentioned.
As one of the most effective names of Conceptual Art in Turkey, Cengiz Cekil’s art
perception and works have been examined. Through his 45 years art career he never
gravitated to the vanity and dynamics of the art community. His main objective has always
been to witness the recent past and hand it down to the future through images. He has quite
a few works which he has not been able to exhibit due to various reasons. Granted that his
art is an intellectual process, he never regarded art as a materialistic medium. During the
years he spent in Izmir both as an artist and as an academician, he trained a lot of artists and
shared his perception of Conceptual Art with them. Cengiz Cekil is one the most significant
and prominent artists in Turkish history of art.
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1. Introduction

In parallel with this objective, the artists, who in terms of Modern Art are Conceptualists, attached great
importance to printed texts, photographs etc. due to these materials potential to convey the artworks’
messages directly and clearly to the audience [1].

American artist Joseph Kosuth stated that it is necessary to liberalise art, rather than imprisoning it into
concrete forms. Art has its own justifications and in order to give the human spirit the opportunity to reveal
itself, the unique art perceptive is necessary. He also argued that Duchamp’s Readymades changed the history
of art completely by shifting significance from ‘appearance’ to “‘concept’ [1].

Conceptual Art examples started to emerge during the mid-1960s. However, much earlier, in 1952, John Cage

asserted within his ‘integrated sound field’ that music includes all kinds of sounds, including any kind of
sound that does not belong to music and even the absent sound. He observed that while sound has a pitch,
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loudness and duration, silence has only a duration. During the performance of his silent composition called
Four Minutes Thirty Three Seconds (4'33), he was just present, neither doing anything nor producing a sound.
Inspired from Robert Rauschenberg’s 1951 dated works called ‘White Paintings’, Cage eliminated everything
but the random noises of the environment and duration (common traits of both sound and silence). Cage’s
actual intention in this work was the individuality of the observer’s experience [2].

Critics accepted that LeWitt has always embraced an irrational, spiritual and mystical verbiage, and that his
main intention by inventing ‘Conceptual Art’ is to subvert Minimalism. In his 1966 dated manifesto ‘Sentences
on Conceptual Art’ he lended credence to critics by mooting that “conceptual artists are mystics rather than
rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach” [4].

Conceptual Art focuses mostly on the artistic experience itself and this experience’s theoretical elements, in
such a way that referring to the object becomes unnecessary. In 1969, Vito Acconci for instance tracked
individuals through the streets within his work called ‘Following Piece’, aiming to link the viewer to an
anonymous experience (individual, viewer, photographer, Acconci) through the candid shots his
photographer provided [2]. Acconci stated that he had been an inactive receiver of an individual’s space and
time. One of his chases ended after nine hours when the person he followed entered a theater showcasing the
movie ‘Paranoia’ [2]. By eliminating the aesthetical object in Conceptual Art in the interest of manifesting his
own idea, the artist has been able to experience a number of production methods.

American artist Joseph Kosuth is also one of the most important conceptual artists. He is a supporter of the
movement, which tries to reidentify the constituents of an artwork. By questioning the traditional art forms
and the assumptions that accompany these forms, he uses his ideas and language as a material [5]. Arthur C.
Danto calls Joseph Kosuth in his book ‘After the End of Art’ as one of the few people who during the 60s and
70s produced artworks that analyse the philosophy of art. In Kosuth’s ‘Art After Philosophy” published in 1969,
he stated that art invites us to an intellectual thinking and its aim by doing so is not to recreate an artwork but
instead to understand philosophically what art is [6].

Joseph Kosuth’s “One and Three Chairs” is one of the most important examples of Conceptual Art. In this
work, a chair stands alongside a photograph of a chair. And next to the actual chair there is a photograph of a
verbal dictionary explanation of the word ‘chair’ hung on the wall. Eventually all of these three objects
represent the chair, yet with different codes. Thus exhibiting these verbal, visual and representative codes of
a single object together has been the smartest way to bring the connection and irrelevant connection between
the ‘referent’ and the ‘signifier’ into question [1].

e

Figure 1. Joseph Kosuth, ‘One and Three Chairs’ 1965
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Figure 2. Fat Chair, 1964, Wooden Chair, Animal Fat

Joseph Beuys’ Fat Chair transformed two ordinary materials into an open-ended metaphor. In 1964 he
exhibited this work in a glass case and let it undergo a natural process of decay until 1985. During this process
the fat decomposed in such an extent that it evaporated and nearly disappeared. The main organic compounds
he used in his artwork let the audience identify themselves with these materials and experience the
temporarity of life and physical perishment of humans in the course of time [11]. The chair is consonant with
human body and living style. Fat on the other hand, experiences radical transformation with a tint change in
temperature and thus indicates the chaos. For Joseph Beuys everything is changing and the chaos triggered
by this reality may have a remedial effect. Beuys has seen in the transformation of fat and continuous formal
changes that almost remind the spiritual alteration potential of humans, an analog of spirituality [2].

Based on this artistical environment, period and approaches, this research paper investigates the moral of the
period when Conceptual Art emerged and its leading artists and in this context, it examines Cengiz Cekil’s,
one of the most significant representatives of Conceptual Art in Turkey, works and art perception. And it is
also aimed to lay emphasis on his conceptual works’ place and significance in Turkey’s contemporary art and
herewith to contribute the related literature.

2. Cengiz Cekil in the Context of Conceptual Art

Conceptual Art appeared in Turkey as from the end of 70s and became prevalent within the art environment
of 80s. As one of the leading artists of Turkish Conceptual Art, Cengiz Cekil created remarkable artworks in
this field and has been an important representative of conceptual art, both in Turkey and abroad. He was born
in Nigde-Bor in 1945. He graduated from Ankara Gazi Education Institute’s Art Teaching department in 1968.
Between 1970 and 1975 he completed his Sculpture/Modelling study in Paris, founded by the ministry. In 1978
he started working in Ege University’s Faculty of Fine Arts department as research assistant. Cekil regarded
the sculptures he produced in Paris as his first works [12]. He launched his first solo exhibition ‘Réorganisation
pour une Exposition’ (Reconfiguration for an Exhibition) in Paris.

During one of his interviews with Necmi Sonmez, the artist stated that he was amazed by Beuys’ and
Duchamp’s works, and that he had conceptualized his works under their influence. He asserted that they are
the benchmarks of contemporary art and on all occasions he uttered his admiration for both of them [12].

Direng: Olii Bir Somyanin Anisina’ (Resistance: in Memory of a Dead Mattress), one of the artist’s most known
works (Figure 3) consists of a used, dumped, rusted bed, carrying on the middle an amiant band and above
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this a resistance lying. He spread a piece of white fabric, a material that will become a frequently used material
in his subsequent works, under this installation. This white fabric reminds a deathbed, a shroud, on which a
dead body lyes. This glowing hot resistance, dividing the bed in to two symmetrical pieces, symbolizes the
ablaze resistance against death. The artist has never been unconcerned about the goingson around him. This
work, which he produced during the time he lived in Paris, refers at the same time to ‘La résistance’, the name
of an anti-fascist resistance which emerged against the Nazi occupation in France during World War II. Cekil’s
efforts to exhibit more than one work together started with his exhibition at Beaux-art in Paris. In one of its
small galleries designated for small-scale exhibitions he exhibited four of his works together: Iron Earth
Copper Sky, Resistant Areas, The Heating Coil and Resistance in a Capillary Long Tube, Resistance: in
Memory of a Dead Mattress [13].

The artist stamped every night before sleeping on a diary he bought in 1976 these statement: “I Am Still Alive”
(Figure 6) and wrote the date. Representing as a diary the individual world/cosmology, this work entered the
permanent collection of MoMa in 2011. The diaries that chronologically historicise a person’s subjective
adventure might be regarded as maps of the inner world. Through “I Am Still Alive”, Cengiz Cekil mythicise
his inner world which has to squirm before the external world. The Left vs. Right movements in Turkey in
1980s, current political conflicts and the tension generated by domestic policy led up to 12 September 1980
upheavals. As standing in the middle of such an insecure environment he actually, instead of meaning that he
is still alive, wants to say that he coincidentally did not die that day. He summarized a pure world which
sprouts in the middle of an internal conflict in which living is possible simply by accident [19].

Concepts and language are tightly knit, therefore, conceptual art is a practice that uses material to verbalize
the concepts. While music consists primarily of tone, conceptual art’s substance is language [16]. Thus Cekil’s
‘Diary’ is a significant example in the context of language’s potential to convey the notion.

The Japanese artist On Kawara’s postcards and telegrams he daily sent to his friends and colleagues bearing
messages like “I GOT UP”, “I AM STILL ALIVE”, “I Went I Met” and Cekil’s Diary use similar languages to
declare that they are still alive. While Kawara sent his messages to his friends, Cekil kept an abstract diary of
the days he survived just for himself [13].

In Cekil’s works, spatial concerns stay in the background. For the installations of the artist, the environment
serves merely as a platform to convey his opinions.

Harald Szeemann’s famous exhibition “When Attitudes Become Form” (1969) has been a ground breaking
curatorial application, manifesting the transformative nature of art language. Since the common trait of
movements like Concept Art, Arte Povera, Fluxus etc. is that the artwork is merely a medium which conveys
the energy, ideas and notions to the audience. Thereby, the artwork eludes materiality and experiences a
transit journey. The materials Cekil has used in Paris reveal that they experienced the same transit journey
with Szeemann’s, and at the same time that he files with Joseph Beuys [13]. What makes Cekil successful in
this field is his approach to material. Converting the right material into an art object can only be a good artist’s
achievement. The risk of appreciating the physicalism of a material on such a scale, lyes behind its potential
to become the notion of the artwork [16].

Cengiz Cekil’s first retrospective took place at Rampa in May-July 2010 and it has been the artist’s largest
exhibition. Curated by Vasif Kortun, this exhibition gathered all of the works the artist produced between 1974
and 2010 [14]. While participating a wide range of exhibitions at home and abroad, the artist served at the
same as an academic and trained hundreds of students. The artist, who passed away on the 11th of November
2015, gained an important place in the history of Turkish Contemporary Art.
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3. Conclusion

This research quotes briefly the period when Conceptual Art emerged and the artistic environment in that
period. Conceptual Art arose in 1960s and has been an effective art approach until the end of 1980s. Within
this subject, leading artists of this movement and their works have been mentioned. As one of the most
effective names of Conceptual Art in Turkey, Cengiz Cekil’s art perception and works have been examined.
Through his 45 years art career he never gravitated to the vanity and dynamics of the art community. His main
objective has always been to witness the recent past and hand it down to the future through images. He has
quite a few works which he has not been able to exhibit due to various reasons. Granted that his art is an
intellectual process, he never regarded art as a materialistic medium. In order to truly realize the art practice
he narrated his life experience from a boy by exploiting unconventional materials. Prof. Dr. Fevziye Eyigor,
member of Atatiirk University, mentioned within her article published in the journal ‘Sanat Diinyamiz’ (Our
World of Art) that Cekil has been regarded as the representative of the hidden history of 1970s current art and
the ‘Father of Contemporary Art’ [21]. Cengiz Cekil soon comprehended the idea of Conceptual Art. During
an interview with Necmi Sonmez he said that fleamarkets are like design museums and he provides the
materials he needs from these markets. His work ‘Diary’, in which he included a big part of his life and ongoing
since 1967, was selected for the permanent collection of MoMa, the most famous Modern Art Museum New
York, shortly before his decease. These significant development is a testament to his international success.
During the years he spent in Izmir both as an artist and as an academician, he trained a lot of artists and shared
his perception of Conceptual Art with them. Cengiz Cekil is one the most significant and prominent artists in
Turkish history of art.
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