Giris

— Jens Hoffmann & Adriano Pedrosa

12. Istanbul Bienali sanatla siyaset arasindaki zengin
iligkiyi aragtiriyor ve hem bi¢imsel bakimdan ye-
nilik¢i hem de siyasi anlamda s6ziini esirgemeyen
yapitlara odaklaniyor. Bunu yaparken sergi, Istan-
bul Bienali'nin tarihcesi boyunca stiregelen belirli
bir kiirator anlayisi hattimi (sanati, cevremizdeki
dinyanin giincel gergekleriyle birlestirme arzusunu)
izlemekle kalmiyor, ayn1 zamanda tim diinyada son
yirmi yildir diizenlenen ve estetik kaygilardan ziyade
¢agimizin acil siyasi meselelerine egilen, son derece
siyasal bir dizi bienal ile diyaloga da giriyor.
Baslangigta biz kiiratorler olarak bu sergi hak-
kindaki diisiincelerimizi ve planlarimizi, Istanbul
Bilgi Universitesi’'nde Kasim 2010’da diizenledigimiz
bir konferans: temel alarak olusturduk. istanbul’u
Hatirlamak adli bu konferans, 6énceki kiiratorlerin
konugmalar1 ve daha énceki bienallere katilmig
bazi sanatcilarin sunumlari araciligiyla, Iistanbul
Bienali’nin tarihgesini ele aldu. Ister kiirator ister
sanat¢1 olsun, bizden oncekilerin bu bienalin 6zgul
yanlariyla nasil iligki kurdugunu ve ne gibi deneyim-
ler yasadiklarini anlamak istiyorduk. Konferanstan,
daha onceki kiiratorlerin mekan, kimlik, tarih,
siyaset ve kentlilikle ilgili gortisleri istiinden birta-
kim onemli fikirler ortaya ¢ikt1. Onlarin Istanbul’la
kurdugu iligki ve sunulan sanat yapitlariyla kentin
kiiltiirel ve sosyoekonomik yapilar arasinda yarat-
tiklar1 baglantilar bize esin verdi. Konferans konus-
malarinin ve sunumlarinin ¢oztimleri, istanbul’un
daha 6nceki bienallerine iligkin gorsel malzemeyle
birlikte, bu serginin acilig1 vesilesiyle yayimlanan
Istanbul’u Hatirlamak adli yayinda bulunabilir.
Kiiba asilli Amerikal:i sanat¢1 Felix Gonzalez-
Torres’in (1957-1996) yapitlari bu kaygilarla yakin-
dan ilgili oldugu icin, Istanbul’u Hatirlamak, coktan
vermis oldugumuz bir karar1 dogruladi: 12. Istanbul
Bienali’nin ¢ikis noktasi olarak onun yapitlarini
kullanacaktik. Gonzalez-Torres’in yapitlar1 hem
siyasi anlamda kigkirtici hem de sanatsal tiretimin
bigimsel yonlerine son derece énem veriyor. Kuzey’le
Giiney arasinda (daha kesin konusmak gerekirse
dogdugu yer Kiiba’yla vatanm olarak benimsedigi ABD
arasinda) bir sahis olan bu sanatgi, bir yandan kigisel-
le siyasi arasindaki alanda bagarili bir miizakereyle
hak iddia etti, bir yandan da son derece incelikli
bigimsel bir dagarcigi koruyarak, kismen minima-
lizm sonrasi sanattan ve kavramsalciliktan, kismen
dipeduz giinlik yasamdan alinmuis estetik bir dil
kullanda.
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Bu bienalin baslig1 Isimsiz (12. Istanbul
Bienali), 2011, Gonzalez-Torres’in ¢ogu yapitini
adlandirma bi¢imine bilingli bir gonderme yapi-
yor: Parantez i¢inde bir tanimlamanin takip ettigi
“Isimsiz” baglig1. Bu ayn1 zamanda bugiinlerde pek
¢ok bienalde kullanilan bagliklarin bir elestirisi. O
kadar yoruma acik ve muglak bagliklar ki bunlar,
serginin konusunun ne oldugu ve yapitlarin hangi
temele gore secildigi hakkinda bilgi vermiyor, tam
tersine bunu karanlikta birakiyorlar. Bagligimiz ayni
zamanda Gonzalez-Torres’in kendi sanat yapitlarinin
isimsiz kalmasi gerektigi fikrini yansitiyor, “ctinkii
anlam daima zaman ve mekanda degigkendir”. Ona
gore anlam yekpare bir biitiin degildi, siirekli degisim
icindeydi, bu nedenle sergimiz de mesajini insanlarin
agzina kasikla vermek yerine, gesitli yorum bi¢im-
lerine kasten agik oldugunu duyuracak bir bashik
kullaniyor. Gonzalez-Torres “Ben bir otorite degilim.
Hatalar yapiyorum. Yaniliyor olabilirim” derken
bu diisiinceyi dile getiriyordu. 12. Istanbul Bienali
alcakgontilli bir durus sergilemeye ¢alisiyor, ama sa-
natin, toplumsal ve siyasi degisimin bir araci1 oldugu
konusunda kuskumuz yok.

2011 Istanbul Bienali, ayn1 zamanda son yirmi
yilda sergi yapiminin geldigi nokta ve sanat diinya-
siin “bienallegtirilmesi” hakkinda kafa yoruyor.

Bu stire zarfinda buytik olgekli sergiler (ve 6zellik-

le de uluslararasi bienaller) kendi 6zgiil dillerini

ve bicimlerini gelistirdi. Bu bigimsel ve kuramsal
dagarcig1 genigletme ve ona meydan okuma yolla-
rin1 belirlemeye calisiyoruz, bunu da siyasetin ve
estetigin glinimuz sanatinda nasil dile getirildigini,
sergilerde nasil ortaya kondugunu degerlendirmek
icin yapiyoruz. Amacimiz izleyicilerin de sessiz birer
alic1 olmaktan ¢ikip etkin birer yorumlayici haline
gelmesini tegvik etmek.

Bugiin sergileri sanatcilarin ve kiiratorlerin
ifadesinin ana gercevesi olarak degersiz bulanlara
ve bunun yerine yan etkinlikleri ve programlar
(6zellikle de bienal baglaminda) yegleyenlere 12.
Istanbul Bienali’nin yaniti, tek bir merkezi mekanda
sanat yapitlarinin topluca sergilenmesine ayricalik
taniyarak, serginin kendisinin 6nemine yeniden dik-
kat cekmeyi savunmak oluyor. Bienalin beg karma
sergisi ve yaklasik 50 bireysel sunumunun tiimii,
tek bir mekanda toplanmig durumda. Bu, kentin
Avrupa yakasinda ¢esitli mekanlar1 kullanmais olan
daha 6nceki Istanbul bienallerinden kasitl1 bir kopus
anlamini tasiyor. Tek, az ve 6z bir sergi deneyimi

Introduction

— Jens Hoffmann & Adriano Pedrosa

The 12th Istanbul Biennial explores the rich relation-
ship between art and politics, focusing on works that
are both formally innovative and politically outspo-
ken. In this, the exhibition is not only following a
particular curatorial thread within the history of the
Istanbul Biennial—the longing to connect art to the
contemporary realities of the world around us—but
also engaging in dialogue with a series of exceedingly
political biennial exhibitions around the globe over
the last two decades, in which aesthetic concerns
have been given less consideration than the pressing
political concerns of our time.

At the outset, we as co-curators centered our
thoughts and plans for this exhibition around a
conference that we organized in November 2010 at
Istanbul Bilgi University. Entitled Remembering
Istanbul, the conference looked at the history of the
Istanbul Biennial via lectures by the previous cura-
tors as well as presentations by some of the artists
who had participated in earlier editions. It was our
desire to understand how others before us, curators
and artists alike, had engaged with the specificities
of this biennial and what their experiences were.

A number of key ideas emerged from the confer-
ence regarding the earlier curators’ conceptions of
place, identity, history, politics, and urbanity. We
found ourselves inspired by their engagements with
Istanbul and the connections they created between
the artworks presented and the cultural and socio-
economic structures of the city. Transcriptions of the
conference lectures and presentations, along with
visual material related to the previous biennials in
Istanbul, can be found in the publication Remember-
ing Istanbul, which is published on the occasion of
the opening of this exhibition.

Since the work of the Cuban American artist
Felix Gonzalez-Torres (1957-1996) is strongly related
to these concerns, Remembering Istanbul reaffirmed
a decision we had already made: to take his work as
our point of departure for the 12th Istanbul Biennial.
Gonzalez-Torres’s work is both politically provoca-
tive and rigorously attentive to the formal aspects
of artistic production. The artist, a figure between
North and South—specifically between Cuba, his
place of birth, and the United States, his adopted
home country—successfully negotiated the territory
between the personal and the political while main-
taining an extremely sophisticated formal vocabu-
lary, utilizing an aesthetic language drawn in part

from post-Minimalism and Conceptualism and in
part simply from everyday life.

The title of this biennial, Untitled (12th Istan-
bul Biennial), 2011, deliberately references the way
in which Gonzalez-Torres named most of his works:
“Untitled” followed by a description in parentheses.
It is also a critique of how many biennials are titled
these days—in a manner so wide-open and imprecise
that the effect is to obscure rather than to inform
with respect to what the topic of the exhibition
might be and the basis for the selection of artworks.
At the same time, our title also reflects Gonzalez-
Torres’s idea that his artworks were untitled “be-
cause meaning is always shifting in time and space.”
For him, meaning was not a monolithic entity, but
constantly in flux, and so our exhibition announces
itself through its title as intentionally open to vari-
ous forms of interpretation rather than dispensing
a spoon-fed message. Gonzalez-Torres echoed this
thought when he said, “I am not the voice of author-
ity. I make mistakes. I might be wrong.” The 12th
Istanbul Biennial takes this humble position, yet we
are clear in our conception of art as a tool of social
and political change.

The 2011 edition of the Istanbul Biennial also
offers a change in the state of exhibition making
and the “biennialization” of the art world over the
last two decades, during which large-scale exhibi-
tions (and specifically international biennials) have
developed their own specific language and form. We
seek to identify ways of broadening and challenging
this formal and theoretical vocabulary in order to
reassess how politics and aesthetics are articulated
in contemporary art and represented in exhibitions.
It is our aim to encourage visitors to become active
readers, not just silent recipients.

In response to those today who devalue the exhi-
bition as the primary format of artistic and curato-
rial expression, favoring instead ancillary events and
programming (especially in the biennial context), the
12th Istanbul Biennial advocates for a renewed at-
tention to the importance of the exhibition itself by
privileging the display and juxtaposition of artworks
in one central location. Its five group exhibitions and
approximately 50 solo presentations are all housed
in a single venue. This is a deliberate departure from
previous editions of the Istanbul Biennial, most of
which utilized various venues on the European side
of the city. By offering a single, concise exhibition
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sunarak, sanat yapitlarinin siyasi kaygilarini ve
bigimlerini basarili bir bicimde aktarabilecegi, baska
gorsel uyaranlarla rekabet etmek zorunda kalmayaca-
81 ve istenmeyen baglamlara oturtulmaktan kurtu-
lacag bir sergileme ortami yaratmayi umuyoruz.
Dunyanin en buyiileyici, ama ayni zamanda en zarif
sergi mimarisi drneklerinden bazilarini (¢ogu zaman
Kazuyo Sejima’yla igbirligi iginde) yaratmis olan
mimar Ryue Nishizawa’yla yakin bir ¢aligma sonucu
gelistirdigimiz sergi mimarisine de 6zel bir ilgi
gosterildi. 12. Istanbul Bienali icin yarattig1 mimari
hem gorkemli, hem de narin. Bu mimari fikirler ve
bi¢imler hem kentin diizeninden, hem de Gonzalez-
Torres’in yapitlarinin ince zarafetinden esinle dogdu.

Karma sergilerin her birinin kendi mekan1 var
ve bireysel sunumlardan gri duvarlarla ayriliyorlar;
¢ok sayida sanatcinin yapitlarini, belirli bir tema
etrafinda bir araya getiriyor bunlar. Tema bagliklari,
Isimsiz (Soyutlama), “Isimsiz” (Ross), “Isimsiz”
(Pasaport), Isimsiz (Tarih) ve “Isimsiz” (Atesli Silah-
la Oliim), Gonzalez-Torres’in yapitlarina gonderme
yapiyor. Isimsiz (Soyutlama) esinini “Isimsiz” (Kan
Tahlili—Siirekli Diigtig)'ten (1994) aliyor ve hem si-
yasi, hem de bedensel temalar kullanarak saf soyutla-
may1 ve ileri modernist semay1 alagag eden yapitlar
bir araya getiriyor. “Isimsiz” (Ross), gesitli renklerde
selofanla tek tek sarilmis sekerlerin olusturdugu
sonsuz bir dag olan “Isimsiz” (Ross) (1991) adl1 yapat-
tan yola ¢ikiyor. Bu serginin 6zellikle kapali bagligs,
Gonzalez-Torres’in sevgilisi Ross Laycock’a bir saygi
gosterisi niteliginde. Bu sergi kisisel olani, siyasi olan
icinde eritiyor ve ask, iligkiler, aile, kimlik, arzu, cin-
sellik ve yitirme gibi temalar arastiriyor. “Isimsiz”
(Pasaport) esinini “Isimsiz” (Pasaport #II) (1993) adl1
yapittan aliyor. Sergi ulusal kimlik, sinirlarin agilma-
s1, harita ¢izimi, hareketlilik, devlet, ekonomik gog,
siyasi ve kultiirel yabancilagsma gibi konular etrafin-
da dontiyor. Pasaportun 6zgiirligiin yani sira artik
kisitlama ve ayrimciligi da temsil etmeye bagladig
fikrini sinava tabi tutuyor. Isimsiz (Tarih) Gonzalez-
Torres'in fotostat yapit1 “Isimsiz”den (1988) esinle-
niyor. Tarih yazimina ve tarihin yazdiklarina, ayrica
onaylanmis resmi tarihlerle kisisel anilar karsilas-
tiran alternatif okumalara odaklaniyor. Son olarak
“Isimsiz” (Atesli Silahla Oliim), Gonzalez-Torres’in
ayni1 baglig: tagiyan 1990 tarihli basili kagit destele-
riyle hazirladigi yapittan esinleniyor. Bu karma sergi,
silah, katil ve kurban rollerine odaklanan tarihsel ve
giincel cesitli sanat yapitlari araciligiyla siddetin ve
savagin yayilmasi lizerine diigiince iiretiyor.

Bes karma serginin her biri, samimi bir oda
sergisi niteliginde. Bir araya geldiklerinde bienalin
timi i¢in tematik dayanak noktalari olarak islev go-
riiyorlar. izleyiciler bu sergilerin cevresinde bireysel
sunumlarla karsilasacak. Bu bireysel sunumlarin her
biri de karma sergilerden biri ya da daha ¢ogunun
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konulariyla baglantili, ancak konular: belirgin bi-
cimde daha ileri tasiyor ve karma sergilerin sundugu
meseleleri daha derinlemesine inceliyorlar. Her biri
kendi galeri alanina sahip olan bireysel sunumlar,
kapsam ve bigim ag¢isindan farkliliklar gosteriyor; tek
bir kiiciik heykel ya da ¢izim de var, genis kapsamli
projeler de.

Gonzalez-Torres’in bu esin verici bes yapiti-
nin kendisini sergilememe kararini bilerek verdik.
Bunlar gergekten de bir giir, bir miizik pargasi,
siyasi bir olay ya da kuramsal bir kavramin kiiratér-
lik calismasinda bir baslangi¢ noktasi olabilmesi
gibi birer esin kaynagi. Bu bes yapitin gorsel
roprodiiksiyonlar1 ve metinsel tanitimlar: Bienal
El Kitabi’nda goriilebilir.

Sergi her ne kadar kuresel bir bakis1 oldugu
iddiasindaysa da, gliniimiiziin uluslararasi sanat tire-
timinin genel bir 6zeti oldugunu ileri siirmiiyor. Her
kitadan sanatci var, ama 6zellikle Latin Amerika ve
Ortadogu’/nun sanatsal uygulamalarina odaklanilmig
durumda. Bu bizim kiirat6r olarak deneyimlerimi-
zi, Istanbul’un benzersiz cografi konumunu ve her
sanat¢inin sergideki temalarla kurdugu 6zgul iliskiyi
yansitiyor.

Bu bienalin bir diger énemli yani, her ne kadar
daha 6nceden birlikte ¢aligmig ve birbirlerini on
yil1 agkin bir siiredir taniyor olsalar da, sergi yapma
konusunda timiiyle kendine 6zgii yontemlere sahip
iki kiratoriin isbirligiyle gerceklestirilmis olma-
s1. Yalnizca boylesine alisilmadik derecede biiytik
Olcekli projelerde ortaya ¢ikan igbirligi olanaklarini
vurgulamayi 6zellikle sectik. Biitiin kararlar birlikte
verildi. Her yapit ve sanatci, bir diyalog kurulduktan
sonra secilip davet edildi ve her parca, uzun tartis-
malar sonunda yerlestirildi. Bu bienal, bizim bireysel
olarak yapabilecegimiz sergilerden farkl: tiirde bir
sergiyi temsil ediyor, ¢inkl ikimiz de belki daha
once diigiinmedigimiz kiirator goriiglerine ve sanati
ele alma bigimlerine kendimizi a¢tik. Bu girisim,
katilime1 sanatgilarla ve tiim bienal ekibiyle yogun
bir ¢aligma gerceklestirmek ve elbette son 18 ay
stiresince Istanbul’da bulunan yazarlarla, sanatcilar-
la, kiiratorlerle ve digerleriyle ¢ok sayida zihin agici
diyaloga girmek anlamina geldi. izleyicilerin sergide
kargilagacag seylerde hepsinin izi var.

Bu dinyayi gercekten daha iyi bir yer haline
getirmek isteyen ve sanatinin degisimin tetikleyi-
cisi olabilecegini diisiinen Felix Gonzalez-Torres’in
ruhuna uygun olarak, hepinizi 12. Istanbul Bienali'ni
kesfetmeye davet ediyoruz.

experience, we hope to provide an environment
for the display of artworks that will allow for the
successful conveyance of their political concerns
and forms, avoiding competition with other visual
stimulations, or unintended contextualizations.
Special attention has been given to the exhibition
architecture, which we developed in close collabora-
tion with the architect Ryue Nishizawa, who has
created (often in collaboration with Kazuyo Sejima)
some of the most enthralling yet subtle examples
of exhibition architecture in the world. His architec-
ture for the 12th Istanbul Biennial is both imposing
and delicate. It borrows ideas and forms from the
city’s layout as well as from the subtle elegance of
Gonzalez-Torres’s work.

Each of the group exhibitions occupies its
own space, distinguished from the solo presenta-
tions via gray walls, and features a large number of
artists’ works brought together under a particular
theme. The theme titles—Untitled (Abstraction),
“Untitled” (Ross), “Untitled” (Passport), Untitled
(History), and “Untitled” (Death by Gun)—refer to
works by Gonzalez-Torres. Untitled (Abstraction)
is inspired by “Untitled” (Bloodwork—Steady
Decline) (1994) and gathers works that subvert
pure abstraction and the high-modernist grid by
bringing in political and bodily themes. “Untitled”
(Ross) departs from “Untitled” (Ross) (1991), an
endless mountain of candies individually wrapped
in variously colored cellophane. The deliberately
cryptic title of this exhibition is an homage to Ross
Laycock, Gonzalez-Torres’s lover. The show blends
the personal into the political, exploring themes of
love, relations, family, identity, desire, sexuality, and
loss. “Untitled” (Passport) is inspired by the work
“Untitled” (Passport #II) (1993). It revolves around
subjects such as national identity, the trespassing
of borders, mapping, mobility, statehood, economic
migration, and political and cultural alienation.
It tests out the idea that the passport has come to
represent restriction and discrimination as well as
freedom. Untitled (History) is inspired by Gonzalez-
Torres’s Photostat “Untitled” (1988). It focuses on
the writing of history and history’s writing, as well
as alternative readings of history that compare sanc-
tioned, official history with personal recollections.
Finally, “Untitled” (Death by Gun) is inspired by
the 1990 stack piece of the same title by Gonzalez-
Torres. This group exhibition reflects on the spread
of violence and war through a diverse array of his-
toric and contemporary artworks that focus on the
roles of the gun, the murderer, and the victim.

Each of the five group shows has the character
of an intimate cabinet exhibition. Together they
function as thematic anchors for the biennial as a
whole. Around them the visitor will encounter the

solo presentations. Each solo presentation is linked
to one or several subjects of the group exhibitions
but pushes the themes decidedly further, exploring
in greater depth the issues that the group exhibitions
introduce. The solo presentations, each occupying
its own individual gallery space, range in scope and
form, from a single small sculpture or drawing to a
larger survey.

The decision against actually exhibiting these
five inspirational works by Gonzalez-Torres was
deliberate on our part. They are indeed inspirations,
in the way that a poem, a piece of music, a political
event, or a theoretical concept can serve as a starting
point for a curatorial endeavor. Visual reproductions
and textual descriptions of the five works appear in
the biennial Companion publication.

While the exhibition certainly claims for itself
a global perspective, it does not profess to represent
some kind of overview of current international
artistic production. Artists from every continent
are represented, but there is a specific focus on
artistic practices from Latin America and the Middle
East. This reflects our backgrounds as curators, the
unique geographical situation of Istanbul, and each
artist’s particular relationship to the themes of the
exhibition.

Another crucial aspect of this biennial is that it
has been put together collaboratively by two cura-
tors who, while having worked together before and
having known each other for more than a decade,
possess very unique ways of making exhibitions.

We have consciously chosen to emphasize the col-
laborative possibilities that only exist in projects of
this unusually large scale. All decisions were made
together. Each artwork and artist was selected and
invited after a dialogue had taken place, and each
piece was installed after extensive deliberations.
This biennial represents a different type of exhibi-
tion than what we might have done individually, as
we have both opened up to curatorial considerations
and ways of working with art that we had perhaps
not previously considered. The undertaking involved
extensive work with the participating artists and the
entire biennial team, and of course many insightful
dialogues with writers, artists, curators, and others in
Istanbul over the last 18 months. They have all left
their traces on what visitors will encounter in the
exhibition.

In the spirit of Felix Gonzalez-Torres, who
genuinely wanted to make this world a better place
and believed that his art could be a catalyst for
change, we welcome you to explore the 12th Istanbul
Biennial.
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