
Circle II, 2014, slip casted 
stoneware, alkaline glazes.
Image credit: Şirin Koçak.
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Art returns things it gets from life, 
back to life inherently. It gives 
life to the lives of others through 
various reckoning1. In one respect, 
art indicates a thing that we have 

but failed to realize among the endless details of 
life. It is like being stopped and overhearing, and 
then being turned around to look at the vision 
created by someone who is following their own 
traces. We can see that the melodies, colors, 
links, searches and challenges in our life are 
also parts of the life of another person, or other 
life parts that we do not recognize until they hit 
our wall and we share them. In the same way 
we can approach the exhibition of this artist as 
her bringing her works together and releasing 
her own life parts into the flowing water, and 
unknown receivers give other lives to the work 
with their various reckonings. 

A series of life parts released into the water, 
washed ashore with the latest exhibition of 
Şirin Koçak. When we look at the artist's body 
entire body of work, we see that she shares with 
us the things that touch her heart. When we 
begin to descend into the embedded meaning 
in the layered histories of ceramics, we see that 
the artist exposes the thing owned by her. The 
characteristic heart forms of Koçak, that she 
is closely identified with, continue to be seen 
throughout this exhibition as she explores  
The heart believing itself gains another and 
its associated theme of fragility. In this study, 
the artist evokes the feeling of hearts beginning 
to lose their liveliness, suggesting that there 
must be a reason for the heart to be lively. 
The surfaces of these tired forms have begun 
to crumble like dry soil provoking curiosity 
regarding the emotional aspect of the heart. To 
assist in understanding the work, Koçak points 
out that there is a change in heart beats when 
we feel enthusiasm, happiness, fear, sadness and 

fatigue. She further points out that problems 
increase the sensitivity of the heart; that there is 
an emergency associated with fragility, causing 
corrosion and destruction that first creates fine 
scratches, and then deeper cracks. The artist 
goes on to state “with the increase in black 
tissue and cracks on the heart, the colors are 
imprisoned.” Hope left its place to the darkness 
and the lines continue to become darker until 
the cracks on the surface of heart began to 
appear, followed by more cracks.  
Yet, hope is always hidden somewhere; it 
twinkles and manages to resuscitate life and 
cover our whole body. Within the hearts of 
Koçak we feel that each broken heart is waiting 
for a new start, so it can beat again.  

The start is a single point. It is a seed that 
produces birth. If we accept time as a line 
separating the moments, days and years into 
slices, we must see that life has a start and 
an end. However, when we perceive life as a 
transformation, we can further perceive an 
endless cycle of diversity, and an endless cycle 
of integrity. In this situation, the start is any 
point in the cycle; whether that point is you or 
any moment in your life, all these changes and 
transformations explain eternity. Both with 
formal structure and linear compositions, the 
Circle series can be thought to hide fragments 
regarding this structure of the universe. In 
this series, we see the circles expanding by 
surrounding themselves on sealed bowls in the 
shape of a hemisphere. When we approach these 
ceramics to read the lines, as if to follow the life 
record of an old tree, the spiral lines attract our 
attention further. Our lives are recalled in the 
same way as an old tree, line after line, day after 
day, year after year. Koçak uses another memory 
from nature – when she took a stone and threw 
it into the waters of a calm sea and watched the 
expanding circles grow, until they united as one.
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Above: The heart 
believing itself 
gains another, 2012, 
stoneware, terra 
sigillata slip, burnished 
surface, naked raku 
firing, 45 x 45 x 9 cm.
Image credit: Şirin Koçak.

Right: Narrating 
The Fraction, 2013, 
installation 100 x 450 x 
10 cm, stoneware, naked 
raku firing, silicone.
Image credit: Şirin Koçak.

On a stand in the exhibition hall, a small 
figure waits alone: a heart. On the wall behind 
it, there are photographs displayed that are 
extracts from the diary of this heart. On a side 
of the wall, there are images of the small heart 
in the hands of an acquaintance, holding it 
tenderly in a garbage can. As we become aware 
that the person recording these images is the 
artist herself, we appreciate that this small heart 
must hold a special meaning for the artist. Koçak 
carried the heart with her during a two-year 
period when she felt lonely, and she wanted 
to document unedited moments to reveal that 
her fragile body was sometimes cracked during 
this journey, and sometimes broken. When she 
handed the heart to people who had agreed to be 
photographed with it, she said they did not know 
how to hold it at first, but they all held it gently, 

Within the hearts of Koçak we feel that each broken 
heart is waiting for a new start, so it can beat again.   

as if it were alive. We can see in the photos 
that some hold the heart of Koçak over their 
own heart and others strike a pose as if gently 
hugging her. The meaning loaded into the object 
elevates it from being simply a ceramic object 
and the holders of the heart have joined their 
own life experience with that of Koçak.

As with The heart believing itself gains 
another, the Narrating the Fraction series 
proves common goals are sought by the artist. 
She has opted to provide a safe ground by using 
light and soft materials such as cotton and fiber 
to heighten the sense of fragility. Each small 
heart is placed amiably side by side, like seeds 
being released from the soil. Each is slightly 
different from the other; equally resilient and 
fragile in preparation for life. Like us.
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From the beginning, the fragile 
characteristics of ceramics affects the design of 
Koçak’s works. While ceramics always carries 
the possibility of being cracked and broken 
during each phase, this is heightened for Koçak 
as she chooses to work using the raku firing 
technique. Questioning the theme of fragility 
in her ceramics, she experiences the feeling of 
standing strong against difficulties even in her 
making process. The Resist series is based on 
keeping the feeling of being resistant against 
difficulties alive. The simple dish forms of the 
artist give the effect of a firm physical mass 
covered with striking, high contrast, smut 
spots. When we follow them, we see that they 
are instant records left by the flames at high 
temperature. In the Resist series, Koçak is 
stating that she has previously worked in a larger 
scale in the belief that being strong in volume 
is necessary in order to be felt. In contrast, 
the endurance of her bowls, compared to the 
dimensions of fragile hearts, are small. She 
explains this truth: the expansion of the surfaces 
and the growth in volume increase the risk or 
fracture during firing and compares it with a 
truth of characteristics as ‘big and heavy but 
fragile’. While we are expecting to be resistant 
of the mass, she cannot stand the shock. While 
most of them are losing their lives during birth, 
in the exhibition we can see the pieces of this 
series resisting the difficulties.

A seed that we hold is small and is extremely 
fragile and vulnerable. On the verge of vitality, 
it harbors a big power and the flow in its veins 
babbles loudly. It is a wonderful experience to 

watch a falling seed enter the soil, separating 
it from a world full of voices and color and it 
taking the opportunity to hold onto, and create, 
life. Beginning with the penetration of the soil 
and stretching out toward the sun, the sprout 
continues with shoots as do branches on a tree. 
We enjoy watching life flow from a newly planted 
tree, and gaze in wonderment at a decades old 
tree, raised by the rain, the soil and the sun. 
When it is cut down it touches ours heart.  
The work Internal Points is about looking at this 
fresh cut, and we imagine we can hear the songs 
that are calling for us — whispering the secrets of 
their own lives in a voice that is uncanny in  
its familiarity. 

The Hands series, Koçak explains, is about 
her need for the hands of other people when her 
own hands become insufficient. She describes 
these people as having good hearts and the works 
are loaded with symbolic meaning, as the hands 
and hearts are united. The hands are worked 
as two different arrangements, one of which is 
positive and the other, negative. The former is 
attractive and tactile, with round lines that give 
rise to affection; the latter evokes the hard tissue 
on some people’s fingertips displaying different 
characters, that are more reluctant to extend 
their hands to us. 

Şirin Koçak has used her experience 
regarding the uniqueness of fingerprints in 
Hands. As a student she was working on an 
archaeological excavation in Ancient Phokaia 
and became enamored with a piece of pottery 
brought into the restoration lab. As she 
examined the piece made of red mud she saw 

Above: The Diary of a 
Heart, 2014, ceramic and 
photography installation.  
half broken ceramic 
form: 12 x 10 x 7 cm, 
photographs: 30 x 45 cm. 
Image credit: Şirin Koçak.

Right: A work from 
the Resist Series, 
2013, stoneware, 
diameter: 30 cm.
Image credit: Şirin Koçak.

clay body will retain its records for thousands 
of years. While there was no technology to 
keep records of fingerprint identification in 
Ancient Phokaia, maybe the unknown potter 
performed this activity to challenge the time. 
What does the potter who knows the uniqueness 
of fingerprints, even in those days, say? Does 
the man with muddy hands, aware of his own 
mortality, who gains money from the strength, 
beauty and functionality of his pottery, want 
to share his faith that the pottery will survive 
beyond him? Maybe the unknown potter 
says “now, you see my fingerprint”. With the 
foresight of disappearing words, the deletion of 
writing on paper and digital records, anything 
created with the latest technology will disappear 
one day, and the thing that existed at the 
beginning and the end, is the mud under our feet 
that can be fired to last forever.

Şirin Koçak is a young artist and academic 
who is also a producer and researcher. She is 
full of energy and has combative spirit and is 
representative of a young generation opening 
a new period in Turkish ceramics. She firmly 
believes that “we can pass through the walls of 
each other via our stories”2 and Koçak’s work 
certainly allows us to believe that our separate 
stories, lived out in separate places and separate 
times, are all part of the same story. n

Endnotes
1. Murathan 
Mungan, 227 sayfa, 
Metis Press, 2010. 
2. Murathan Mungan, 
Kibrit Çöpleri, 
Metis Press, 2011.

Koçak carried the heart with her during 
a two-year period when she felt lonely, 
and she wanted to document unedited 
moments to reveal that her fragile 
body was sometimes cracked during 
this journey, and sometimes broken.

there was only one fingerprint in the middle of 
the underside of the pot. She couldn’t find any 
definite trace, other than this one, as a means 
of identification anywhere else on the piece. 
The possibility that the person who made this 
pottery consciously left this trace, effected 
Koçak greatly. Realizing that the original artist 
thought this the simplest way to mark their 
work, she began to use this method herself, 
believing it to be the most natural method of 
consolidating the maker with the mud they use.

It is common knowledge to everyone with 
an understanding of ceramics, that a fired 
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