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In the field of Islamic art, glass is a craft 
that often rose to excellence but has been 
largely overlooked by art historians. 
Learn more in this #MetTimeline essay:

 CİHAD CANER - ANTWERP 
 

I USED to believe I was cursed whenever I 
visit Belgium. It is either rainy or snowy. I re-

member the news that last December was the gloomi-
est December in Belgium in more than 80 years. The 
sun shone for a grand total of 10-and-a-half hours last 
month, less than a quarter of the ordinary December 
average, which is 45 hours and eight minutes. This 
time, though, I was lucky and I think the curse was 
lifted, even though the temperature was around 1 de-
gree Celsius, the weather was quite sunny. I was in 
Belgium again last year to see the group show that Nil 
Yalter was part of at WIELS. This time I am in Belgium 
to see Cevdet Erek’s solo exhibition at the M HKA mu-
seum in Antwerp. This exhibition is part of a program 
of the museum called IN SITU, which offers medium-
scale monographic exhibitions by significant early and 

mid-career artists from around the world. Erek’s solo 
exhibition, “AAAAA,” is open until April 29.

Although I planned to attend the opening of the 
show, because of the storm in the Netherlands, most 
of the trains were cancelled. However, last week I had 
a chance to see Erek’s exhibition. I did not check any-
thing and had no idea what it was about before I went. 
I must admit, I was expecting to listen to the show, to 
some rhythmic pieces, as anyone who is familiar with 
his practice. But Erek did something that I was not fa-
miliar with, it was something new - a new path in his 
artistic life that is more experimental, where he did a 
new material investigation. Erek’s main subjects, the 
production of space, rhythm and architecture are still 
here, but this time the artist pushes visitors to use their 
imaginations to create the sound.

The research for the exhibition can be traced back 
to the impressions and experiments from a month’s 

work in Antwerp in 2009, according to the catalog. 
The biggest space at MHKA on the bottom level with 
a high ceiling is hosting “AAAAA,” where Erek placed 
six giant “A”s, a steel van and street objects that you 
see on sidewalks to prevent cars from parking in the 
pedestrian space. The installation’s street objects echo 
to the outside of the museum and can be seen through 
the ceiling size window. “At the heart of the installa-
tion is a new typographical work the artist has created, 
formed through translating the geometric grammar of 
the façades of terraced homes found in the city that 
resemble the letter “A” into something we read as lan-
guage,” the catalog explains. Erek also shows a map on 
an advertisement board, which supports my idea of 
echoing space. The first part of the installation - this 
could change if you start outdoor part of the show - 
has a shelter and the other part has no shelter. The 
steel car outside the museum is rusty and orange and 
the one inside is still in good condition.

This shelter’s effects, or having a roof, reminded 
me of a quote from French philosopher Gaston Bach-
elard’s book, “Poetics of the Space,” where he says: 
“Verticality is provided by the polarity of the cellar to 
the ceiling. The traces of this polarity are so intricate 
that for a phenomenology of imagination, a look rep-
resents two different axes. In fact, the wisdom of the 
roof and the unreasonableness of the basement can be 
confronted without requiring any comment. The roof 
puts the reason for existence at first glance, covering 
the top of the person who avoids the rain and the sun.”

Erek is interested in the relationships between 
spaces inside and outside the museum, and he tries 
to break down the powerful effect across the gallery 
space, which he mostly does with light or rhythmic 
sounds. But this time he questions the role of streets 
objects, such as sidewalk barriers, vehicles and an 
advertisement board, which I would describe as ter-
ritorial artifacts, and their relationships to people and 
how they were designed, reformed and reshaped by 
municipalities to control human behavior. All the big 
letters represent the façade of certain buildings in An-

twerp, which you can see in the catalog. I did a quick 
search for the house, to see them where they are and 
what kind of houses they are. While I was expecting 
to see fancy and designed or historical buildings, what 
I encountered were houses in suburban areas of the 
city in mostly immigrant neighborhoods or which are 
not on the list of tourist spots or those ignored by the 
municipality. Among all the historical Flemish-style 
houses in the center of the city, Erek changes the focus 
of the visitor for those who are curious to look toward 
the other by making their almost same-size scale typo-
graphic façade monumental letter paintings. The artist 
discusses the contemporary city, which is in a constant 
state of transition with its territorial artifacts.

Cevdet Erek’s solo show at M HKA focuses 
on the city of Antwerp, specifically its 

architecture and urban outlook

‘AAAAA,’ 
a trial 

on the city 
and public 

spaces

Guillermo del Toro: Master of monsters, double Oscar winner 
GUILLERMO del Toro’s entire, 
dazzling career has been built 

around a fantastical world of outlandish 
creatures - an elaborate universe he says 
he built at the age of 11.

The Mexican filmmaker - who won 
best picture and director honors on Sun-
day for his lush fantasy romance “The 
Shape of Water” - is known for the mon-
sters, vampires and superheroes that 
populate his creations.

They have earned him a mantel full of 
awards, including a Golden Globe, a Di-
rectors Guild prize, a Bafta and now two 
Oscars.

All of his creatures emerged from the 
experiences of a young boy growing up in 
Guadalajara who loved exploring sewers, 
was fascinated by black magic and had a 
werewolf for a stuffed animal.

“I was a kid enamored with movies, 
growing up in Mexico. I thought this 
could never happen. It happens,” Del 
Toro said Sunday.

The 53-year-old called “The Shape of 
Water” his first “grown-up movie.”

Set against the backdrop of the Cold 
War, the genre-defying film is a love sto-
ry between a mute janitor at a top-secret 
U.S. government research facility and a 
strange amphibious creature being held 
captive there.

“It’s his biggest masterpiece to date,” 

said Mexican film critic Leonardo Garcia 
Tsao, a longtime friend of Del Toro’s.

“There was a very Guillermo element 
missing [from his previous films] and 
that was humor,” he told Agence France-
Presse (AFP).

Previous Del Toro films, such as “Pan’s 
Labyrinth” and “The Devil’s Backbone” 
- both filmed in Spain and set during 
the Spanish Civil War and its aftermath 
- were darker, with themes like loss and 
yearning.

“The Shape of Water” is, at its heart, 
an optimistic movie.

But the connecting thread running 
through all his films is his magnificent 
monsters, and the human villains who, as 
Del Toro himself has put it, turn out to be 
the real monsters.
MENDING AND BUILDING

Del Toro grew up in a devoutly Catho-
lic family, with a poetry-writing, Tarot 
card-reading mother, and a father who 
won the lottery when Guillermo was 
young and used the jackpot to build a car 
dealership empire.

As a boy, Del Toro set about turning 
the family’s gleaming new modernist 
mansion into a haunted house populated 
with hundreds of snakes, a crow and rats 
that he sometimes cuddled with in bed, 
according to a 2011 profile in The New 

Yorker.
“All that I am, in the sense of my artis-

tic obsessions and the stories I tell, comes 
from the first 11 years of my life,” he once 
told Mexican magazine Gatopardo.

“I think the essence of who we are is 
formed in those early years. Afterwards, 
we spend our lives mending what got 
broken and building what didn’t.”

His grandmother was a major influ-
ence, and close relationships between 
children and the elderly are a hallmark of 
his films.

His debut film, “Cronos” (1993), tells 
the story of an elderly vampire who does 
not want eternal life, and the grand-
daughter who helps him.

It was the only film he directed in 
Mexico, a country he left in 1998 after 
his father was kidnapped for a $1 million 
ransom that Del Toro only managed to 
pay with the help of fellow director James 
Cameron.

“It’s something we never talk about,” 
his boyhood friend Mariano Aparicio 
told AFP.
TRUE ARTIST

Del Toro’s first Hollywood movie was 
“Mimic” in 1997. He has described it as a 
hellish project with limited creative con-
trol and abusive treatment by producers 
Harvey and Bob Weinstein.

After that, he insisted on putting “his 
own signature” on his films, said A.P. 
Gonzalez, professor emeritus at the film 
school of the University of California, 
Los Angeles.

“He’s a true artist,” Gonzalez told AFP.
Del Toro is one of the so-called “three 

amigos” of Mexican film along with fel-
low Oscar-winning directors Alejandro 
Gonzalez Inarritu, known for “Birdman” 
and “The Revenant,” and Alfonso Cua-

ron, director of “Gravity.”
“They have very different styles, but 

Guillermo is the only one who has con-
structed this very recognizable world,” 
said Garcia Tsao.

He calls his friend a genius, but one 
who is not afraid to tell dirty jokes or go 
on “gastronomic safaris” with him.

“He’s a very charming person, a gen-
erous guy and very friendly,” he said.  
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The artist created a new typographical work, formed through translating the geometric grammar of the façades of terraced homes found in the city, resembling the 
letter “A” into something we read as language.

The steel car outside the museum is rusty and orange and the one inside is still in good condition.

A map on an advertisement board. 


