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What can the expression “Art is long, life is brief”, a quote by Hippocrates, tell us about 
the relationship between art and life nowadays? Our ways of life are shaped by our 
times, when everything turns into complex structures but remains superficial. In this 
context, what do time and space represent, where do they stand in the life map of our 
individual existence? Throughout history, art has been profoundly fuelled by these 
questions and the attempts to answer them. Art is much more than the sum of individual 
experiences, it creates an alternative space of being, where the artist attributes a 
different existence to each of his creations. 

Both in his most recent works and at different stages of his career, Çelem focused on the 
city as a space, on human types and the relations between the people who lived there, as 
well as on the elements which shape our times. He relies on his sensitive look to give form 
to his work.

City and time
In the evolution, since the earliest times human beings have been unique for their 
capacity to develop social networks. Cities are their greatest creations. From agrarian 
societies to ancient civilisations, from empire to nation-state, the dynamics of urban 
development became increasingly differentiated but the most important transformation 
occurred after the Industrial Revolution. During that period, cities witnessed an 
extraordinary growth in all kinds of public infrastructures (transports, education, 
provisioning...), as in private spaces. While this raised new issues of migration and 
settlement, the public-private distinction also became clearer. 

On the other hand, with their huge and chaotic structures, cities are also the main 
scene of our everyday life. In spatial terms, they are the unique place where everything 
happens, from our social relations to our public or private lives. In this respect, the 
evolution of the human conscience also transformed his perception of time, as a reality. 
The distinction between the past, the present and the future corresponds partly with this 
concept of time but, together with space, it also leaves its traces in all aspects of our life, 
as a labyrinth of time.

Flow and Testimony
Modern philosophy approaches time from a “linear and cyclical” perspective. While time 
progresses in a linear way, with successive moments, it can also be cyclical, following the 
repetition of periods with a set beginning and end. For instance, while all the elements of 
our everyday life progress linearly beyond our control, our experiences are achieved in a 
cyclical way in a work of art.

The most important point here is the concept of “flow”, the common point of the two 
notions of time, at the core of the message delivered by Çelem to the viewer in his works. 
Thus, Çelem elevates his style to a precision which bears testimony to the images that 
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appear and disappear in time and space, in landscapes as in figures. This necessary 
testimony addresses time from a broad perspective which includes both everyday life 
and urban culture, spatial perceptions and mind-body relations. It brings times close 
to the axes discussed by Henri Lefebvre, the famous French intellectual known as the 
“master of modernism”. This understanding relying essentially on the different forms of 
flows between the linear and cyclical time does not refrain from looking at the age of 
modernity, as Çelem does in his works.

“Urban transformation” is one of the elements we encounter the most when look at these 
times under the guidance of Çelem’s work. In the 21th century, in Istanbul as in other 
cities, we witness an irrevocable transformation of the cities under the name of “urban 
transformation”, following profit-oriented policies. What this controversial process has 
been deeply and relentlessly destroying for years is our cultural heritage, our ways of 
life, our human capital and our personal-social memory. In his works, Çelem performs 
a contemporary testimony, by casting his “gaze” to the times and spaces of change in 
perpetual “flow”. 

We can also see this testimony in the way the artist conveys his practice as a “diary”. 
Çelem sees his canvas as the diary of a time in perpetual flow: instead of words, he keeps 
his diary with an obvious discipline, using his own technique and painting.

A Stylistic Mark
People want to leave their mark on the world. In the 21th century, as the algorithms 
are about to change life in an irreversible way, the only meaningful mark may well be 
the artistic creation itself. When Altan Çelem looks at how the city and its dwellers are 
shaped by time and space in his works, what he does is creating a path woven with such 
marks in their simplest form.

The artist interprets the surface of the canvas in view of the potential problem of 
representation it carries, while constructing the fundamental modes of display through 
various kinds of paintings.  In the selection presented, while large oil paintings such as 

a certain distance, in works like “Museum of Natural Life” or “Karaköy Ferry”, the 
artist uses a bird’s-eye view. Thus, in landscapes, the eye approaches the city from a 
perspective that goes from the outside to the inside, where as it can settle on the opposite 
side -its own side -  when the topic becomes the city streets and the interior spaces. 

On the other hand, from all the f igurative compositions, such as “Affray”, “Important 
Meeting”, “At the Border”, “An Evening at Home”, “Deep Conversation”, “Within Family” 
and “Guest”, emanates a fragility which gives to the viewer the feeling he was there at 
that time, no matter if these are individual portraits or crowded groups. The figurative 
expressions swinging in the interiors, walking in the street, gathering around a table or 
in a collective action give an insight into the daily modes of relations. The viewer can 
find strength in these moments which he has himself experienced.

The understanding of the two compositions becomes increasingly archetypal. By 
emphasising the moment-focused side of the look and the flowing continuity of the 
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time, it makes also possible to interpret the use of painting and the technical choices 
of the artist along this structure. Indeed, even though technique and material can be 
considered as formal issues, they also have a structural function, as tools which help 
designing the contents. One of Çelem’s greatest stylistic characteristics is to use the 
canvas with all its possibilities as a construction surface. Çelem also makes a skilful 
use of perspective at the service of a deep scaled composition, which tends towards 
abstraction. 

In addition, his experimental use of colour and his way of painting constitute one of 
the main bases of his flowing construction: the shades of grey on the background are 
pervaded by blue, yellow, red, green, purple and pink lights, and the spaces of their 
encounters constitutes anther pillar of the flowing construction. Layer by layer, all the 
colours which represent reality in the oil paintings turn into surfaces reflecting the chaos 
of urban life. In Çelem’s carefully curated palette, colour is not a fortuitous or accidental 
item, it is used consciously and in its proper place.

The city streets, the compositions full of buildings rising into the air and spreading 
around, the vehicles, the landscapes, the individual or collective portraits are topics dealt 
with by the artist with his own style, as dynamics beings whose forms keep changing 
in a perpetual flow. They diversify the possibility of representation by adding a time 
dimension to the limited three-dimensional surface, in a different way than the futurists 
do. It becomes clear that painting is a temporal experience, as much as a spatial one. 

Çelem’s works are set on an axis of disappearance and appearance and they keep 
“going to nothingness, coming to life” in the orbit of the smallest moment. Although it is 
sometimes difficult for the eyes to follow what happens in this multi-layered structure, 
the compositions become more realistic by changing form in these superposition of times 
and spaces. In form and content, with all their elements, they interpret the contemporary 
version of an urban symphony.

Ali Gazi
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