Interview with Canan Tolon
When you first started your profession what kind of goals and objectives did you have?

Becoming a visual artist of professional standing never was a conscious decision. As a
matter of fact, it never even was a decision. A profession is something one is trained to
do, it is something to make a living. In my case, my artistic activity was immediate,
something that was not trained at

all. It was something unavoidable that has occupied me from my earliest childhood on. It
was more like a necessity, a tool; it was a way to voice what | could not say, or did not
want to say, with words. And that voice was not for sale. It never crossed my mind that,
one day, it would; and

neither did | expect to have this large an audience

To what extend are you influenced by your own culture? What are your sources? What
artists or movements did influence you ?

"My own culture" is the synthesis of what | have accumulated from living in many places
since early childhood. | am often asked to identify my work according to my cultural
inheritance, or to point to parts deriving from a particular place. To answer such questions
would make me self-conscious. And that is something | don't want to be. | also do not
want to limit myself, nor the viewer, with such identifications. It also distracts me from
focusing on my work. | would rather like to think of my work as a creative process,
constantly developing and exploring. My sources tend to be

cross-cultural, combined and confused. It does not address one particular culture, nor
does it make specific cultural representations. | am not alone working in this vein.
Widespread migrations, either by will or by force, cause such cultural shifts that they
inevitably have affected the art world.

And | think | am a part of such a movement.

What type of impact did San Francisco have on your work at the beginning and later?

San Francisco still bares the signs of the notoriety it had gained in the sixties. The Bay Area
truly is multicultural and multiracial as it claims to be. | had moved from London, which
was a very class conscious city, to attend the university in Berkeley twenty years ago. |
found the mingling of such a broad variety of a cultural mixture extremely stimulating. It
became a place where | could express freely my political views and my environmental
concerns. And now, it is with much surprise that | watch the lucrative businesses and big
corporations move in and change the landscape.

The flower-children have given birth to the technocrats they once hated. The ball is now in
their court... and the fate of the art world is in their hands... It is impossible to be
insensitive to these changes.

What type of impact did Turkey (Istanbul) have on your work?



| have a feeling that | only have an indirect access to its culture. The fact that | am
answering these questions in English, and not in Turkish, is very telling to me. 1 used to
find this very frustrating and, at times, | even felt rejected. But with the years, | have come
to understand that such things have little importance in my work, as it is impossible to be
everywhere at once. I'd like to think that this distance has allowed me to see things from a
different perspective, that | can look and try to understand things from more than one
angle, and from several directions.

To what extend would you say that your work is contributing to the ongoing “global art”?

| don't know to what extent | am doing so, but | would say that my work addresses global
issues. | work primarily with landscape and nature in juxtaposition to the machinery,
weaponry and technology that was used in their conquest. | find it impossible to deal with
landscape today without making references to war and destruction. Landscapes, are now
viewed as territorial claims, and battlegrounds, and they bring out important issues such
as the destruction of the environment with social injustices. When considering all these
issues, it is impossible to stay silent.

-How would you say that your work as an architect is parallel or in opposition to
contemporary art?

My interest in space-making and my fascination with gravity are what drove me to
architecture; these issues, along with architecture, play a big part in my two- or three-
dimensional work. But it was the contrived nature of architectural practice that repelled
me and drove me to the visual arts.

-Are you making any political or social commentary through your work? If so, how does it
show within the parameter of architecture and art?

| focus on vacant, barren, destitute, deserted landscapes, such as ghost towns, battle
grounds, no man's lands, et cetera—in other words, | focus on absence. It is the kind of
absence you feel in landscapes that are not only war-torn, but also bankrupt because of
exhaustion or privation. | also

focus on oppressive environments such as prisons, asylums, institutions, and other
claustrophobic spaces—domestic, industrial or cultural alike. They show our incarceration
and isolation in confined spaces which have no exit. Although my work is very personal, |
find it hard not to deal with broader political views. As | said earlier, my involvement with
landscape as territorial claims, and environments in transitional states of construction and
destruction, emphasize our growing detachment from our surroundings and our incapacity
to envision nature without participating in this plot and anticipating its destruction. In
this, everybody is implicate, including myself.



-There is a post modernist way of appropriation where the artists engages himself/herself
in critique of media/commodity and the use of media/commodit images at the same time.
What kind of effect does this appropriation in general and in particular?

It is an unavoidable contradiction. If democratization of art depends onits accessibility,
this will sooner or later need the use of the media. Another contradiction is the
aesthetization of horror while condemning aesthetics. In all, what concerns me primarily,
is the idea, and then, how it is

presented and why it is presented that way.

-How does the nature and the architecture work together in your work?

When working with landscape and architecture, nature is definitely implied, not only as an
opposition but as a complement too. In my work, architecture sometimes represents
order, regularity while nature represents the unpredictable and decay. And sometimes
they switch places; where architecture represents chaos and destruction, while nature
brings its impeccable process, and life.

-How do you feel about the fact that art is still a phenomenon for an elitist circle and still
has a long way to reach larger populations (particularly in Turkey and also maybe in some
parts (rural areas) of Europe? In what terms does the art have a role within the society
here and there?

If we consider Jazz, as an example, which was a phenomenon of the street, of the
backyard, and which is now a intellectualized form of expression; then it is easier to
understand how things that belong to the street get shifted to be appreciated by those
they once criticized and condemned. The more "accessible" and "democratic" the art
world gets the more funding it needs.

There seem to be no way out ... The tool that makes that voice heard is also the one that
stifles it... If art can reach larger populations and rural area the way the Guggenheim has
reached Bilbao, then there is no question about the nature of its audience. The hands that
feed the art world often

are the ones that commodify and stylize it... My point is that you cannot bring back to the
street what you once took from it. Maybe one should turn the whole thing around and
reach those who are doing the most damage, biting the hand that feeds.

-Do you feel that you are a “nomad” artist, or do you think that you have settled down in
the Western culture?



| am constantly in a transitional state, constantly on the move; that is what stimulates my
work. | like to absorb as much information, and to look at as many things as possible
before | can stop to concentrate to produce my work. Maybe that is my way of challenging
space and distances...

-What do you see as your relationship to technology and photography and other electronic
media?

I make references to engineering and architecture, such as maps and surveying diagrams,
to distort the viewing angle. Seeing nature and "culture" from several vantage points and
through high-tech

means, such as topographic tools, satellite cameras, or strategic weaponry, render these
landscapes as targets; the viewer then becomes part of this conspiracy.

-What have you been doing recently (since two years) and what are your future plans?

| have been working with natural processes and reactions and have been paintig full-scale
landscapes, where | literally grow grass on canvas, or work with metal prints on canvas.
Depending on these materials’ inherent behavior--as a result of either rejection or
attraction to each other--life slowly develops on the canvas.

Lately | have been working with machine-like floor pieces which produce "drawings" and
"paintings" on canvases by means of a variety of processes such as water and rust staining,
(grass) growth, wear, decay etc. | use materials like metal and water which react with
each other, and as they do

so, leave marks of their own transformation. | let nature take its course while | interfere
before these materials’ reactions have exhausted all their energy. When | interrupt the
cycle and seal the canvas, the struggle is suspended in full bloom, producing a landscape
that reveals the underlying forces of nature: a recording of growth and decay. When these
landscapes are looked at closely, one can discern the persisting roots of the seeds still
clinging to the canvas, and the marks of the steel's vigorous resistance to the corrosive
environment it came from. | find something poignant in these silent reactions. These
landscapes, stripped to their elementary state, reveal in their discreet struggle, an
inherent self-consuming urge for subsistence: something we all know already, yet keep
forgetting. | intend to continue working in this vein and try other processes such as water
and air pollution.

Canan Tolon ile soylesi

Mesleginize basladiginizda hedef ve amaglariniz nelerdi?

Profesyonel olarak gorsel sanatgi olmak higbir zaman bilingli bir karar olmadi. Aslinda bir karar
bile degildi. Meslek, insanin yapmak Uzere egitildigi bir seydir, hayatini kazandigi bir seydir.
Benim durumumda sanat faaliyetim kendiliginden, herhangi bir egitim almadan oldu. ilk



cocuklugumdan beri ugrastigim kaginilmaz bir seydi. Daha ¢ok bir gerceklik, bir arag gibiydi;
soyleyemediklerimi ya da sdylemek istemediklerimi dile getirecek bir sesti. Bu ses de satilik
degildi. Bir glin bu kadar bilyuk bir izleyici kitlesine sahip olmasi ne aklima geldi ne de béyle bir
seyi bekledim.

Kendi kiiltiiriiniizden ne kadar etkilendiniz? Kaynaklariniz nelerdir? Sizi hangi sanatgilar ve
hangi hareketler etkiledi?

“Benim kendi kaltirim,” ilk gocuklugumdan beri yasadigim gesitli yerlerden biriktirdigim
seylerin sentezidir. Sik sik islerimi kiltlrel mirasima goére teshis etmem ya da kokleri belli bir
yere uzanan bolimleri gostermem istenir. Bu tiir sorulari yanitlamak beni kendimi fazla
distinmeye gotlrir. Bu da, istemedigim bir seydir. Bu tir teshislerle kendimi ya da izleyiciyi
sinirlamak da istemem. Bu tiir sorular ayni zamanda beni isime yogunlasmaktan alikoyar. isimi
daha cok stirekli gelisen ve arastiran bir yaratici slireg olarak diisinmek isterim. Kaynaklarim,
kalturlerarasidir, birlesik ve karigiktir. Tek bir kiltire hitap etmez, belli kiltiirel temsiliyetleri
ustlenmez. Burada ¢alisan yalniz ben degilim. Yaygin gogler, ister istekle olsun ister zorla, boyle
kiltlrel kaymalara neden olur ve bunlar sanat diinyasini kaginilmaz olarak etkiler. Ben de bu tiir
bir hareketin pargasi oldugumu distiniyorum.

San Fransisco’nun énceleri ve sonraki dénemlerde ¢alismalariniza nasil etkisi oldu?

San Fransisco hala altmislarda edindigi sOhretin isaretlerini tasimakta. Korfez bolgesi iddia ettigi
gibi tam anlamda cokkdltirli ve ¢ok irkhdir. Yirmi yil dnce sinif bilinci ¢ok yiksek bir kent olan
Londra’dan universite icin Berkeley’e gelmistim. Kiltiirel karisimin bu denli genis gesitlililgini cok
uyarici buldum. Siyasi gortslerimi ve ¢evre endiselerimi serbestce ifade edebilecegim bir yer
haline geldi. Simdi de hayretle karl ticaretlerin ve blytk sirketlerin gelip manzarayi
degistirmelerini izliyorum. Cicek ¢ocuklari, bir zamanlar nefret ettikleri teknokratlari dogurdular.
Top simdi onlarda...dlinyanin kaderi de onlarin elinde...Bu degisikliklere duyarsiz kalmak
mumkiin degil.

Tiirkiye’nin (istanbul) ¢alismalariniza etkisi ne oldu?

Turk kiltiriine yalnizca dolayh erisebildigimi hissediyorum. Bu sorulari Tiirkce degil de ingilizce
yanithyor olmak bana ¢ok sey soyliyor. Eskiden bunu ¢ok sinir bozucu bulurdum, hatta kendimi
dislanmis hissederdim. Ama vyillar icinde bu tiir seylerin isimde ¢ok kicuk bir yeri oldugunu
anladim—ayni anda her yerde olmak mimkiin degil. Bu mesafenin farkl bir perspektiften
bakmami sagladigini, olaylara, nesnelere birden ¢ok acidan, birden ¢ok yonden bakabildigimi ve
anlamaya c¢alistigimi diisinmek istiyorum.

Yapitinizin siiregelen “kiiresel sanat”a ne él¢iide katkida bulundugunu séyleyebilirsiniz?
Bunu ne dlglide yaptigimi bilmiyorum ama isimin kiresel konulari ele aldigini soyleyebilirim.

Temel olarak manzara ve dogayla, bunlari ele gecirmede kullanilan makine, silah ve teknolojiyi
yanyana koyarak calisirim. Bugiin, savasa ve yikima atifta bulunmadan dogayi konu etmenin



imkansiz oldugunu distiiniyorum. Bugiin manzara, alansal milkiyet olarak savas alanlari olarak
gorilmekte ve bu da toplumsal adaletsizlikler yoluyla ¢evrenin yikimi gibi dnemli konulari ortaya
¢ikarmaktadir. Tium bu konulari diistindlkge sessiz kalmak imkansizdir.

Bir mimar olarak yapitinizin ¢agdas sanata nasil paralel ya da karsit oldugunu
soyleyebilirsiniz?

Beni mimarliga yonelten, alan olusturmaya ilgim ve yer ¢ekiminin biiytsi oldu. Bu konular,
mimarlikla birlikte iki ya da li¢ boyutlu yapitimda énemli rol oynar. Ama beni iterek gorsel
sanatlara yonelten mimari uygulamanin kurgulanmis dogasi oldu.

Yapitinizla herhangi bir siyasi ya da toplumsal yorum yapiyor musunuz? Evetse bu, mimari ve
sanat parametreleri icinde kendini nasil géstermekte?

Hayalet kentler, savas alanlari, sinir bolgeleri gibi bos, bereketsiz, yoksun, terk edilmis peyzajla—
diger bir degisle yoklukla ugrasiyorum. Bu, yalnizca savasin tahrip ettigi alanlarda degil,
kullanilmaktan ya da yoksunluktan iflas etmis gériintiilerde de hissettiginiz tiirden bir yokluk.
Hapishaneler, timarhanelere, kurumlar ve—evcil, endustriyel ya da kiiltlrel ayrim yapmadan—
diger klostrofobik alanlar insani ezen alanlar da kullaniyorum. Bunlar bizim ¢ikisi olmayan kapal
mekanlarda hapsolmuslugumuzu ve tecrit edilmisligimizi gostermekte. Yapitim her ne kadar ¢ok
kisisel olsa da daha genis siyasi perspektifleri ele almadan edemiyorum. Daha 6nce dedigim gibi,
alansal sahiplenme olarak peyzajla ve insa ve yikim gibi gecis asamalarindaki ¢cevrelerle
ugrasmam, bizi cevreleyenlerden bagimizi giderek daha fazla koparmamizi ve dogayi géziimiizde
bu kurgu olmadan ve yikimini dngérmeden canlandirma yeteneksizligimizi vurguluyor. Buna ben
de, herkes dahildir.

Sanatginin kendini ayni zamanda medya/mal elestirisine ve medya/mal imgesinin
kullanimiyla ugrastigi bir postmodern mal etme bicimi vardir. Bu mal etmenin genelde ve
6zelde etkisi nedir?

Kacinilmaz bir celismedir. Eger sanatin demokratiklesmesi erisilebilirligine baglysa bu, er ya da
gec medyanin kullanimini gerektirecektir. Diger bir ¢celisme de dehsetin estetigi yererken
estetiklesmesidir. Beni timiinde endiselendiren, dnce diisiincenin kendisi, sonra da sunulma
bicimi ve neden boyle sunuldugudur.

Yapitinizda doga ve mimari bir arada nasil galismakta?

Peyzaj ve mimarlikla calisirken doga kesinlikle yalnizca bir karsitlik olarak degil, ayni zamanda bir
timlec olarak da tanimlanmistir. Yapitimda mimari, zaman zaman diizeni, diizensizligi temsil
ederken doga tahmin edilemeyeni ve ¢lirimeyi temsil eder. Ve zaman zaman bunlar yer
degistirir—mimarinin kaos ve yikimi temsil ettigi yerde doga hatasiz slirecini ve yasami getirir.



Sanatin hdla elit bir cevreye 6zgii bir olgu olmasi ve genis kitlelere ulasmak icin daha gidecek
¢ok yolu olmasi hakkinda ne diisiiniiyorsunuz? Ozellikle Tiirkiye’de ve belki de Avrupa ve
A.B.D.’nin bazi (kirsal) bélgelerinde? Burada ve orada sanatin hangi kosullarda rolii var?

Bir sokak, arka avlu olgusu olup da simdi entellektiliellesmis bir ifade bicimi olan cazi 6rnek
alirsak, sokaga ait olup bir zamanlar elestirip yerdikleri tarafindan takdir edilmeye kayan seyleri
anlamak daha kolay olur. Sanat diinyasinin “erisilebilir” ve “demokratik” oldugu oranda fonlara
ihtiyaci vardir. Bunun kacisi yok gibidir. .. Bu sesin duyulmasini saglayan arag, onun sesini
bogandir da...Eger sanat, Guggenheim’in Bilbao’ya ulastigi sekilde genis kitlelere ve kirsal alana
ulasabiliyorsa, o zaman izleyici kitlesinin dogasiyla ilgili soru yoktur. Sanat diinyasini besleyen
eller cogunlukla onu metalastiran ve stilize eden ellerdir...S6ylemek istedigim, bir zamanlar
sokagin elinden aldiginizi sokaga geri veremezsiniz. Belki de her seyi tersine gevirip, besleyen eli
Isirarak en bulylik zarari verene ulagsmak gerekir.

“Gogebe” bir sanatg¢i oldugunuzu mu yoksa batili kiiltiirde yetistiginizi mi hissediyorsunuz?

Surekli bir gecis durumundayim, siirekli hareket halindeyim. isimi harekete gegiren de budur.
Durup yapitimi Gretmeye konsantre olmadan dnce miimkiin oldugunca ¢ok bilgiyi massetmek ve
mimkun oldugunca ¢ok seye bakmak istiyorum. Belki benim mekan ve uzakliklara meydan
okuma bicimim de budur...

Teknoloji, fotograf ve diger elektronik medyaya iliskinizi nasil gériiyorsunuz?

Bakisin agisini bozmak icin haritalar ve 6l¢im semalari gibi aracglarla mihendislik ve mimarliga
atifta bulunuyorum. Dogayi ve “kiiltlrl” topografik araglar, uydu kameralari ya da stratejik
silahlarin bakis noktalarindan ve high-tech araglardan gormek bu manzaralari hedef haline
getiriyor; o zaman da izleyici bu tertibin bir parcasi haline geliyor.

Son zamanlarda (iki yildir) ne yapiyorsunuz ve gelecek planlariniz nedir?

Dogal siireclerle ve reaksiyonlarla calistiyorum. Tuvalin Gzerinde gercek anlamda ¢im
yetistirdigim ya da tuvalin lizerine metal baskiyla calistigim gercek boyutlarda manzaralar
yapiyorum. Bu malzemelerin ickin tutumlarina—digerini itmesi ya da cekmesi sonucuna—bagli
olarak tuvalin Gzerinde yavas yavas hayat gelisiyor. Son zamanlarda, su ve pas lekeleri, bliyiime,
asinma, ¢lirime vb. (¢im) sirecleriyle tuval tizerinde “cizimler” ve “resimler” olusturan makine-
benzeri taban pargalariyla calisiyorum. Metal ve su gibi birbirine reaksiyon goésteren ve bunu
yaparken kendi doniisiimlerinin izlerini birakan malzeme kullaniyorum. Bir yandan da
malzemelerin reaksiyonlari tiim enerjilerini tiketmeden midahale ederken dogayi da kendi
akisina birakiyorum. Dongliyl bozup tuvali mihirledigimde miicadele dorugunda
dondurulmakta, boylece doganin temelinde yatan giicleri aciga ¢ikaran manzaralar Gretmekte:
bliyiime ve clrimenin kaydi. Bu manzaralara yakindan bakildiginda insan, tohumlarin inatgi
koklerinin tuvale hala sikica tutunduklarini ve geligin geldigi ¢lirlitlici ortama olan giigla
direncinin isaretlerini ayirt edebilir. Bu sessiz reaksiyonlarda ¢ok etkili bir sey buluyorum. Temel
durumlarina siyrilmis bu manzaralar, ketum cabalarinda var olmak icin kendini tiiketen icsel bir



dirtlyl aciga cikarir: hepimizin bildigi, yine de hep unuttugu bir seyi. Bu yoénde calismayi
sirdirme ve su ile hava kirliligi gibi baska stirecleri deneme niyetindeyim.



