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TANER CEYLAN: WE ARE DRENCHED IN BLOOD,
BUT STILL NOT KNOCKED OUT
Ali Tufan Koç

He got rejection after rejection from
the galleries in Turkey, got discharged
from the university he taught, didn’t
get published because of his
“disturbing” works, and didn’t sell
one single painting until he was 35.
The “emotional realist” painter
Taner Ceylan never compromised
his “unconventional” art and style;
and is now titled “the most expensive
living painter in Turkey” in return.
Today, he’s in the prime of his career,
going through the excitement of his
ﬁrst solo show in London,“I Love You.”
Taner Ceylan met Ali Tufan Koc of
Hurriyet newspaper in London.

Looking at your latest exhibition, one remembers your “Ruhani,” the painting of a boxer that was
sold for a record breaking 175.000 Turkish at the Sotheby’s Turkish art auction. Is there a conscious connection between them?
The dominant factor for my previous boxer painting was resistance. A man, ready for defense, was
saying, “I’m up on my feet, and ready for all kicks and punches; hit me if you can.” The boxer in this
exhibition, although, has given up, surrendered.
There are 8 years in between the two paintings.
And the world turned into a most violent, bloody place than ever was before in these 8 years. We don’t

stand up against terror, war, and death because of the immigrant crisis. There is nothing to do,
anyway. We are just watching. Our lives go by watching. We are stuck somewhere in between Sirin
Payzin and Ahmet Hakan. Nothing more. We can’t interfere in what’s happening, neither in the world
nor in our country. We became the man in this painting, punch after punch; we can’t bear to move.
Isn’t there any hope?
There is always hope. Our hearts are still beating. We don’t have the strength to ﬁght, that’s true. We
can only take one or two more hits. That’s the way it is. A lot of my friends already left the country.
You always argued against it, advocated to stay. Did you change your mind in time?
I’m not abandoning the ship that easy. I love my country. My family, my studio, my past is there. No
matter what a great intellectual career you have, and end up being admired by the whole art circles
here, you are still an immigrant here after all. The earth you stand, the water you drink is not yours, it
does not belong to you.
Can you understand that resentment, that frustration?
There have been numerous revolutions and coups in the country since 1923. It’s 2016 now, and it’s
still going on full throttle. However, in spite of all that’s happening, you can still see the young energy,
the brand new artistic soul that bursts out of the streets of Kadikoy, Galata, and Karakoy. The galleries
are blossoming. Izmir and Ankara are the same. They are all wonderful kids; I admire their pure
energy. This is a kind of pureness that you can’t see in New York or in Berlin. When I see them, an
amazing sense of hope swathes me despite everything.

WHO KNOWS, MAYBE WE TAKE A STRANGE PLEASURE IN THIS PAIN
The essential spirit of the exhibition, however, is just the opposite: a reflection of the dark period
we’re going through. It is hard to get a glimpse of that hope you mentioned.
The hope may have deferred. There is a case of taking pleasure in pain, a certain “willingness” here.
This, “I’m here in my fatherland, and I’m not leaving” persistence that I have, along with a majority of
people, sort of looks like the psychology of a man who thrives with his master’s whip. Human, by
nature, must run away as a type of defense mechanism. We are not running away knowing that we’ll
be beaten up for some reason at any point in time, as if we’re waiting for that next whip. Who knows,
maybe we do take a strange pleasure in this pain.
Isn’t that a scary view?
The scary thing is to get used to it, to ﬁnd all that’s happening usual and natural. We must not get
accustomed. We have to learn coming to terms instead of getting used to. I am always on the forgiving side of things. You can’t share your table, your life, and your country with the ones who are not

you otherwise. We have to ﬁnd our peace by reconciliation—with everyone: ourselves, our souls,
maybe our pain...

A GOOD ARTIST MUST START BY KILLING ALL HIS RELATIVES
Your Renaissance references are more intense and dominant than ever.
I was swamped with art history while making all of these works. I struggled with Mantegna and
Michelangelo, who created the most perfect Christ ﬁgures ever depicted in art history. I worked so
that I could surpass them. You always have to surpass them, and that is a bloody, weary battle. You
have to add one more block to the metaphorical wall of art history to survive as a painter. It is hard, so
very hard. Almost impossible.
So these are the results of a mighty battle of egos for the sake of leaving a mark, not a “I felt like it,
did it, and made history,” case.
Surely. One who tells otherwise is lying. There is not much difference here with leaving your mother
and father behind to grow, strengthen, and survive. To endure, you have to erase your past, kill it at
that. Velázquez is my father, Johannes Vermeer my grandfather… All of them, literally, are my relatives. I live with them. And I speak to them perpetually. This is the spirit of a painter! There is always a
battle to ﬁght for making it better than them. It’s not an easy situation, especially if you try to exhibit

in the metropoles, and the best of galleries in the world.
Did you ever think that you’d be here at this point, as a painter who couldn’t sell a single painting
until the age of 35?
I was a man who lived with his parents, doing everything I can for a penny’s worth, working at a hundred jobs, and teaching a ton of courses. I went through difﬁcult conditions. A family who, despite
their wealth, cut me off for my own good… Everyone tried to impose their own truth to me, all my life.
I rejected them all. I tried to explain my own truth instead. It was hard, but I made it. It’s like I’m in
heaven right now. I am happier than ever with my family, friends, and art. I had traumaic experiences
too; my lovers, my friends left. I thought that I was done. I had one thing that stood with me every
morning that I woke up: painting. I owe art all my dreams, my life, everything that I have. I couldn’t
survive without it.
Are you an emotional, fragile soul?
How else would you be a painter? Mathematics
don’t cut it. Whatever the circumstances,
painting is the center of my life. When I was
young, I ran into Gulsun Karamustafa by
coincidence, in the darkest of days. She
understood. She saw. She said, “Child, even
a burnt matchstick and a piece of old
newspaper is enough to create your art.”
That sentence engraved in my soul so deep
that all the excuses I put up for myself turned
into dust.
I AM A CROWDED, LOUD FAMILY ON MY OWN
In other words: we are the reason that
we don’t get what we want in life.
We create our obstacles ourselves.
Absolutely. One doesn’t need anything for creativity and production. You can create art as long as you
breathe. Art saved me, put me back on my feet; cleansed me from all my sorrows and depressions.
Painting got me where I wanted to be in life. The country has its ups-and-downs, its present is very
different from its past and future. The only thing that can guide us into peace is art. The least you can
do is support the arts, follow it, read it, watch it. It will ring the bell.
How does it feel to be the “most expensive living artist” of a country such as Turkey?
Everything has it’s cost. I agreed to pay the price to be able to reach this point.

Like what?
To cancel out all social life, and spending time in front of the canvas for 10 hours per day…I have nothing in common with the life I depict in my paintings. They are ﬁction, and only partly documentary. I
am in front of the easel day in and day out, and I have no other life. I see only two people: one is my
lover, and the other one is my best friend. That’s it.
Why? Couldn’t you have come this far if you had a different life style?
This is my choice. If you stand tall and keep working persistently, you get to where you want to be.
You tell me that you don’t like crowds, and refrain from being tainted. Wouldn’t it be good for you
to get in touch with life once in a while?
I just can’t do that. When I left, I built myself a studio right in the middle of the Toros Mountains in
Antalya. I feel lonelier within a crowd. I am crowded by myself too, and my own crowd is enough for
me. On my left I have Leonardo da Vinci, Dali keeps pounding my head meanwhile, and Frida is nagging in the back constantly. I am a crowded, loud family on my own.
Your working discipline is very strict. Where does principle that come from?
The German ecole. I grew up there. That strict discipline starts from kindergarten. Even when you’re
a kid, you’d say that you’re “working,” not playing; even if you’re ﬁddling with the sand…
Isn’t that tiresome?
On the contrary, I become an insufferable human being when I don’t work. I pester people around me.
I have to paint to be able to not upset others.

DON’T KEEP QUIET, DON’T GIVE UP AT WHATEVER COST
You do all that you can, but it’s impossible to know where that would lead you. Still, just don’t keep
quiet, don’t give up, at whatever cost. I always warn people who litter, persistently, for example. It can
be quite weird in Turkey though. Recently we were on our way to somewhere with my assistant. The
driver of the truck in front of us threw a plastic bottle out of his window, inside the woods. I flinched. I
immediately called the number on the back of the truck for complaints, and told them that the driver
of the so-and-so truck of their company was littering. My assistant turned to me and said, “You know
that you’re speaking to the driver himself, right?”
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