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Artistic exploration of space, machine: 
Refik Anadol in Istanbul

ASTROPHYSICIST Carl Sagan 
once said, “Imagination will of-

ten carry us to worlds that never were. 
But without it, we go nowhere” in an 
episode of his TV show “Cosmos” in 
1980. Some 40 years after this state-
ment, media artist Refik Anadol draws 
attention to the inevitability of imagin-
ing by creating poetic metaphors with 
unseen space data for the sake of public 
art in his “Machine Memoirs: 
Space” in Istanbul’s Pilevneli 
Gallery. Let’s discover An-
adol’s imaginative world that 
was reflected in this exhibi-
tion and captured the atten-
tion of Istanbulites by also 
getting the lowdown on me-
dia arts.

The media arts are described 
through many diverse approaches in 
the literature. Some describe the me-
dia arts through the technology that is 
used to create them whereas some fo-
cus on the functions of the artwork. In a 
simple, general description, media arts 
may refer to the artwork depending on 
a technological component to function.

Actually, media artists were devoted 
to developing their artistic practices 
rather than determining features of the 
media arts from the very beginning. As 
new technologies emerged in the world, 
the progress they brought with them 
transformed society. This transforma-
tive impact also touched on the field of 
art, and artists began using photogra-
phy, film, video, computers, the internet 
and more in pioneering ways. Even if 
the first experimental use of audiovisu-
al technologies in art dates back to the 
19th century, media arts were created 
in different ways in diverse historical 
periods.

Technological advancement was of 
course an essential factor in the devel-
opment of media arts but it should not 
be forgotten that avant-garde had also 
been a previous accelerator for them in 
the 1960s as this art movement sought 
new, experimental, unorthodox ways of 
creating art pushing the boundaries of 
what is accepted as “norms.” Media arts 
constantly expanded throughout the 
21st century, and artists rapidly ben-
efited from all new technologies in their 
creations.

BLOOMING IN TURKISH SCENE
The awareness of media arts in Tur-

key started in the second half of the 
‘90s when the internet was introduced 
to the country and visual communica-
tion design (VCD) departments were 

launched at some universities. 
The VCD department of Istan-
bul’s Bilgi University was one of 
the pioneers in this field and its 
annual student exhibitions were 
where the foundation of the me-
dia scene was laid.

In 2009, the arts and cultural 
complex Santralistanbul, situ-

ated within the campus of Bilgi Univer-
sity, opened an exhibition with the con-
tribution of ZKM Center for Art and 
Media Karlsruhe, a prominent cultural 
institution in Europe. The students and 
academicians of the Bilgi University 
VCD Department contributed a lot to 
the research, design and installation 
processes of “Uncharted: User Frames 
in Media Arts,” which showed an exper-
imental selection of contemporary art 
involving the large-scale use of digital 
and interactive media.

When he was a student of this de-
partment who started to create his own 
artistic language through photography, 
moving images and mapping, Anadol 
participated in this exhibition with his 
“Quadrature,” which made an over-
whelming impression, especially after 
its video went viral on the internet. An-
adol was one of the young generation 
artists who started to produce works in 
media arts in Turkey in the 2000s and 
prepared this projection show realized 
on the front facade of Santralistanbul 
with Alican Aktürk. This very first work 
of the artist actually pointed to his fu-
ture successes in the media arts.

Continuing to create works about 
various subjects’ reactions to spatial en-
tities like “Quadrature” in his later oeu-
vre, Anadol has become an internation-
al artist to whom large-size works are 
commissioned. Using data and machine 
intelligence as his medium and embed-
ding arts into architecture, the artist 
questions the future of digital architec-
ture, visualizes alternative realities and 
redefines the functionalities of interior 
and exterior spaces. As he shows that all 
spaces and facades can be used as the 
artist’s canvas, his works and exhibitions 
are always the center of interest with the 
unique, rare and authentic experiences 

that they present to their visitors.
This is why his latest exhibition at 

Istanbul’s Pilevneli Gallery has seen 
long lines of visitors. “Machine Mem-
oirs: Space” is Anadol’s third exhibition 
under Pilevneli’s roof. The artist’s first 
gallery exhibition “Sceptical Interven-
tions” was also presented in this gallery 
in 2012.

With technological advances, the 
symbiotic between human life and sci-
ence changes, evoking intriguing dis-
cussions about successful human-ma-
chine teams. As a media artist interested 
in data and machine learning, Anadol 
has been contemplating the relationship 
between humans and machines for a 
long time. In his last show, he sees artifi-
cial intelligence as a collaborator rather 
than a mere tool and turns the spotlight 
to machines providing the vast photo-
graphic archives that document the his-
tory of space exploration.

While challenging our conventional 
understanding of the cosmos, human 
senses, machines and the mind, the 
exhibition walks the visitors through 
simulations of how artificial intelli-
gence generates novel experiences to be 
perceived collectively. Along with the 
novel experiences it offers, “Machine 
Memoirs: Space” managed to touch on 
the soul and mind of the visitors, tak-
ing them away from the routine of their 
daily lives during the pandemic period 
with its meditative displays. When I 
had a chance to catch up with Anadol 
through a Zoom interview, which has 
also become a common practice due to 
COVID-19, the artist said that the pre-
sentation of such an exhibition for free 
of charge during this challenging period 
affected the visitors’ reaction in an in-
credibly positive way.

Indeed, there is an intense and col-
lective work behind the exhibition, 
about which I was curious most. The 
exhibition is so dazzling and glamorous. 
This being the case, how will the visitors 
see beyond the exhibition’s mesmerizing 
presentations? Refik Anadol arranged 
his most comprehensive solo exhibition 
in Istanbul with his studio in a way to 
ensure the visitors will also comprehend 

the inspiration of the show. Let’s learn 
about all the details from Anadol.

FROM DATA TO INSTALLATIONS
“Machine Memoirs: Space” compris-

es two sections approaching humanity’s 
explorations of space from a distinct 
aesthetic perspective and thematic 
orientation. In the first section titled 
“Memoirs,” the artist, collaborating 
with NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
(JPL), exhibits a series of data paint-
ings that utilize over 2 million images 
that were captured and recorded by the 
International Space Station (ISS), Hub-
ble and Magdalena Ridge Observatory 
(MRO) telescopes and other sensors and 
satellites. These images are the largest 
space-related dataset ever used to train 
a generative adversarial network for an 
artwork. Anadol underlined that they 
intentionally presented this data in the 
raw version in this first part of the exhi-
bition to lead visitors to understand how 
he questioned whether machines can 
dream if they learn and how his studio 
carried out works to realize this dream.

In the second section “Dreams,” in-
stallations of various sizes interpret the 
same artificial intelligence data in dif-
ferent ways. For example, this data turns 
into pigments through fluid dynamics 
on the second floor, while they welcome 
us in a form of robotic sculptures on the 
upper floors.

Among the second section’s works, 
a 15-minute immersive artificial intel-
ligence (AI) cinema installation is the 
favorite of the visitors according to my 
observation. The cinematic part of this 
section invites them to step into the 
mind of a machine. Experiencing a mul-
tidimensional, dynamic visualization of 
how artificial intelligence makes con-
nections between these vast data clus-
ters, the audience finds themselves in an 
expanding data universe. This space not 
only represents the interpolation of pho-
tographic space archives as synthesis but 
also becomes a latent cosmos in which 
dreams are the main currency of artistic 
creativity.

Revealing the artistic expressions 
of the Anadol and his studio’s ground-

breaking research projects on space-
related data visualization through ma-
chine learning, the exhibition can be 
visited until April 25. But what about 
Refik Anadol Studio?

In the art world, establishing art-
ist studios is a common practice. Like 
many prominent artists, including leg-
endary Andy Warhol, who opened his 
New York-based studio The Factory 
in 1967, Anadol also founded his own 
team to advance in their commitment by 
combining the forces. The Refik Anadol 
Studio, comprising of highly talented 
researchers, is actually the secret power 
behind “Machine Memoirs: Space.”

“If you want to go fast, go alone. If 
you want to go far, go together.” Recall-
ing this African proverb, Anadol said: 
“As I wanted to go far throughout all 
my career, I established my studio. We 
are a very precious team of 14, using 14 
languages and representing 10 countries 
now.”

The Refik Anadol Studio includes en-
thusiastic experts who know program-
ming languages and keep up with the 
technology, according to the artist. “My 
aim is to go deeper in many diverse sub-
jects together with my studio members.”

NFT REACTION
While the media arts are highly pop-

ular in the last century, the Non-Fungi-
ble Token (NFT) digital art craze cre-
ated hype in the recent period. You can 
think of NFT as a unique proof of own-
ership over something you can’t usually 
hold in your hand like a digital artwork 
or a video clip. After taking a journey 
in media arts and “Machine Memoirs: 
Space” with Anadol, I lastly wanted to 
learn his perspective on this latest craze 
as a media artist who is up to date with 
the latest trends.

Anadol received invitations from 
various NFT marketplace platforms 
like Nifty Gateway and sold some of 
his works here, especially during the 
last six months. The artist believes that 
NFT has a modifier and transformative 
side. He said that NFT was a reaction 
to those who do not see digital arts as a 
real art form.

Discover the 
mesmerizing 
Istanbul exhibition 
of Refik Anadol by 
learning about the 
history of the media 
arts and diving into 
the machine-based 
visual speculations 
of the famed artist

Exhibition view from Refik Anadol’s “Machine Memoirs: Space” at Pilevneli Gallery in Istanbul, Turkey. 

İrem Yaşar

Refik Anadol turns spatial data into pigments through fluid dynamics on the second floor of “Machine Memoirs: Space.” The installations of “Machine Memoirs: Space” create poetic metaphors with unseen space data.
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