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A NEW BUT OLD WORLD—BRINGING A NON-LINEAR POINT OF VIEW INTO THE LINEAR TIME AXIS | Tsubaki Reiko (Associate Curator, Mori Art Museum)

By tracking the history of science, war, technology and architecture,
as well as mythology and the history of civilization itself, Emre Hiner
investigates the somewhat precarious state of contemporary society
and the future that lies ahead. In a body of work that is reminiscent
of many classic works of science fiction, it is possible to detect an
attempt to look back at the present from the future, to look at planet
Earth from outside, from the perspective of a timescale that far tran-
scends human civilization.

The enormity of the works’ themes and perspectives are appar-
ent in their titles. For example, an important early work is titled Pan-
optikon (2005), a reference to the metaphor used by Michel Foucault
for so-called “disciplinary” societies. An animation work depicting
the civilization of a mysterious mixed-species life-form, Panoptikon
has similarities with René Laloux’s science fiction animations and
Hieronymus Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights. By presenting
us with an overview of the many ritual-like activities taking place
within this imaginary civilization, the work reminds us that many of
our own activities would themselves appear little more than rituals
from the outside. Hiiner’s drawings for the animation are influenced
by the Ottoman tradition of miniature painting, and by using anima-
tion techniques to split them into layers, he manages to present an
unusual worldview in which every element has been given equal
weight — from nature such as humans, animals, plants and miner-
als, to man-made objects such as machines and buildings.

Quixotic (2011) takes as its subject the town of Fordlandia, a
rubber plantation town that Henry Ford once built in the Brazilian
Amazon. Various local factors — the heat, humidity, mosquitoes,
marshes and the decidedly un-bourgeoisie lifestyle of the local
Indians — proved inimical to the modern production system Ford
tried to introduce, meaning that the town was plagued by setbacks
and eventually abandoned to nature. Having visited the site himself,
Huner has created a poetic installation that gives expression to a rash
human dream, a failed attempt to subjugate nature. A model of a
water tower; a mysterious object reminiscent of a giant wasp’s nest,
or mask; a portrait of Alexander Lenin, the brother of Russian revolu-
tionary Vladimir Lenin; an etching of a sloth, borrowed from an
engraving by 18th century zoologist Albertus Seba; a drawing of a
cave — when viewed together, the installation’s components bring to
mind the contrast between civilization and nature, ideal and reality.

In A Little Larger than the Entire Universe (2012), even more
elements and timescales are brought together. The space consti-

tutes an urban scene transformed into a beautiful ruin, dotted with
everything from a face-less portrait painted by Hiiner, objects that
look like parts of a futuristic building or aircraft, and a ceramic sculp-
ture resembling a white ant mound or cave, to found objects such as
photographs, maps, books, a helmet and industrial foam. And, as a
kind of contrasting symbol of nature, above all of this is a luxuriant
stand of indoor plants. Being able to meet at once the past, present
and future civilizations, along with the nature that is constant
throughout, one is reminded of the kind of nonlinear, hierarchy-free
view of history discussed by Manuel De Landa in his book A Thou-
sand Years of Nonlinear History.

This exhibition includes three works — the video Juggernaut
(2009), the drawing series The Black Ships Ate the Sky (2009) and the
new sculptural work, Try/on (2013).

In Juggernaut, elderly men in suits are seen seated around a
table holding a meeting. It is as though they are the politicians,
military men, scientists and industrialists who control the world,
apparently conducting some kind of aeronautical experiment as they
discuss the direction that the world should head. On the screen that
they gaze at there is a series of videos playing — World War Il propa-
ganda films, scenes from the 1939 New York World’s Fair at which a
bright new future was promised, car advertisements selling a luxuri-
ous lifestyle. There are also miner-like laborers living a hand-to-
mouth existence; engineering students flying model planes; scien-
tists studying everything from minerals and octopus legs to fighter
jets as part of the history of evolution — and, in addition to all of this,
there is a beautiful natural landscape that possesses a mysterious
spirituality apparently disconnected to such human endeavors.
Through the depiction of such symbols of modernization as the
World’s Fair and the automobile industry, as well as aeronautics,
fighter planes and space exploration, Hiiner investigates just how
much the directing of science and technology to geopolitical goals
has resulted in the alienation of people from nature and from them-
selves. That process resembles the way that the Hindu word for
parade float, “juggernaut,” has come to mean an “uncontrollable
force” that sweeps up everything.

The title of the drawing series, The Black Ships Ate the Sky,
conveys the idea of large black ships blocking out the sky — a fore-
boding sense that a war or disaster or something bad is going to
happen. It therefore fits well with the series’ dark atmosphere. For
example, the giant portrait that confronts a person arriving by raft at

some out-of-the-way place in The Boat of Milflions of Years is reminis-
cent of one of the oppressors who appear in William Kentridge's
works or one of the scientists in Juggernaut. In The Night Shift, a
searchlight catches a giant airship as it tries to steal in darkness
across a border. In The New Horizon, the shadowy person scram-
bling up the cliffs and tetrapods lining a shoreline looks like a desper-
ate defector. In Station, Okamoto Taro’'s Tower of the Sun is seen
shrouded in clouds but with its lower half deformed, thus exuding a
disquieting air in stark contrast to the celebratory atmosphere that in
fact surrounded the 1970 Osaka Expo.

Trylon, a new work made for this exhibition, is a model of a
large pyramid-shaped architectural structure called Trylon, which
was part of the so-called “theme center” at the 1939 New York
World's Fair. Trylon was initially designed as a towering structure
symbolic of the coming modern society, but here it is shown having
collapsed and lying sprawled across the floor. Taking up a large
portion of the gallery, it is less a symbol of hope than an obstacle,
something that seeks to control us by constricting our movement. As
is suggested in the words panoptikon and bio-politics, the work hints
at the fact that this wonderful modern society of ours actually seeks
to observe and control us, that its morals restrict the actions of
individuals and that it is in fact predicated on its own ability to make
us lose touch with our sense of humanity.

Thus in this exhibition, one can detect a skeptical viewpoint
with respect to the way that mass-manufacturing, science and
technology — all posited along the linear time scale of
“modernity” — have in reality resulted in geopolitical skirmishes over
territory and, in the worst scenarios, wars. Furthermore, a sense of
skepticism with regard to nuclear power can be detected in both the
depiction of mankind as just another parasitic inhabitant of planet
Earth, rather than its exclusive owner, and also in the overarching
sense that the planet’s ecosystem is in danger. Meanwhile, Hiiner's
denial of anthropocentrism and progressivism and his equal treat-
ment of all phenomenon on the planet is based on what might be
called a scientist’s a Leonardo de Vinci-brand of curiosity.

In this way, Hiiner’s body of work, which traverses genres and
is unconstrained by any spatial or temporal frameworks, presents an
overview of a contemporary society in which the geopolitical power
game appears to continue as strong as ever, now under the banner
of capitalism. The work thus provides an opportunity to reevaluate
the direction in which mankind and civilization should be proceeding.

Translation: Edan Corkill
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Born 1977 in Istanbul, Turkey. Currently based in Istanbul
after graduating from Brera Academy of Fine Arts, Milan,
and completing the Artist Residency Program at
Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten in Amsterdam.
Major solo exhibitions include “Aeolian,” Rodeo, Istanbul
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